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Abstract

Much of the literature regarding women of Asian descent in the United States
goes back to the 1800s; this is around the same time documentation of Asian immigrants
began to be recorded. Since this time, it has been historically noted that women of Asian
descent and Asian American women have been marginalized and overlooked with regard
to issues of mainstream American culture and research, especially in areas such as
politics, economics, race, class, gender, health, sports, and, of course, the media.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to reveal how a selection of women of
Asian descent self-identify racially and ethnically, and, to explore the perspectives of
women of Asian descent regarding experiences in sport and/or physical activity. There
were seven co-participants involved in this study, and five themes with corresponding
subthemes which emerged from these interviews. The first four themes, Imposed
Identity, Embraced Identity, Fractured Identity, and Experience of Extended Identity
through Sport all pertain to how the co-participants experience identity. The fifth theme,
Experiences regarding Sport and/or Physical Activity, reflects the emergent
commonalities of experiences shared by the co-participants.
The theoretical framework utilized to conduct this study was a cultural studies
approach where one of the tenets is to listen to the voices of those who have been
historically marginalized (Wright, 1996), and ''treat their lives and their perspectives as
equally important as official accounts" (Wright, 1996, p. 15). Furthermore, by drawing
on the disciplines of history, sociology, and psychology, I wanted to address and
understand issues of culture and everyday life. (Nelson et al., 1992; Wright, 1996), such as
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how women of Asian descent self-identify racially and ethnically in American society,
and experience sport and/or physical activity; an entity of everyday life in American
culture.
Identification theory and gender, race, and sport theories informed this study.
Topics such as identification theory, race, ethnicity, Asian American identity, gender
development, sport participation, and sporting identities were explored. A long interview
approach with a semi-structured interview was used to conduct this study. There was also
an existential phenomenological theoretical influence to this study since the purpose of
the study was to reveal "... the mental world of individuals" with regard to how the co
participants experience and view the world with regard to identity and experiences in
sport and/or physical activity (McCracken, 1988, p. 9).
The results of this study revealed that this select group of women of Asian descent
experience identity through multiple ways. Their experience of identity is not singular,
but rather, multiple, fractured, and shifting. The co-participants also experience a notion
of negotiation between identities. Furthermore, the results of this study revealed that the
co-participants a) experience identity through and/or physical activity, b) experience sport
and/or physical activity through their brothers and/or fathers, and c) often face the issue of
their parents valuing academics over participation in sport and/or physical activity.
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Introduction

Preface
"Hey, Chink, go home! We don't want any!" "Hey, Chink, how can you see to
shoot the ball?" I was stunned. I felt my face flush and turn hot with anger. My head
started to pound loudly as my blood pressure started to rise, and I could hear the pulse in
my head. My eyes started to well up with hot tears and it took all the self control I had to
not to let them roll down my face. I could not give those boys and girls the satisfaction of
knowing that they were affecting me. I just could not believe what they were yelling at
me. Why were they yelling at me, I was not doing anything wrong to them. I was with
my high school basketball team visiting another school, and we were in the middle of
playing a game. At the next timeout, I told my coach about the obscenely rude comments
that some of the boys and girls in the crowd were directing towards me. My coach
immediately spoke to one of the referees who then addressed the kids on the sideline.
Are you wondering how I knew the comments were directed specifically at me? Let me
briefly explain how this experience came about.
While growing up in the late 1970's through the early l 9901s as an American
citizen of Asian descent, I participated in a variety of competitive sports from gymnastics
to basketball to running sprints in track, and not once did I ever stop to think that l looked
different from the rest of the young children participating in sport and physical activity.
I do not know exactly when I became cognizant of the fact that my phenotypical
characteristics were "all that different" from those of others around me, but it was

2
sometime around the late l 980's and early 1990's when my mother and I moved from
southern California to the Midwest. For one year, we lived in Menomonie, Wisconsin, a
midsize town of approximately 14,500 people, and the home of the University of
Wisconsin-Stout. Since this was a college town, the racial and ethnic diversity was much
more evident than when we moved to a small, rural town in central Illinois the following
year, the year in which high school began for me. This town had a population of
approximately 1, 100 people, and I lived there for four years where I was one of two racial
minority children; there was a younger girl, Hang (a pseudonym for her real name),
originally from Vietnam who was in junior high. Hang and her sister found refuge in the
United States, but were separated. Hang went into foster care because she was too young
to live on her own and her older sister went to live somewhere in Texas or Arizona. It
was unfortunate that we never really got to know one another because of our age
difference. Hang was in elementary/junior high while I was in high school.
When my mother and I first moved to the small rural town in central Illinois, the
only sport offered for high school girls was volleyball, but this was not a sport that I was
interested in at the time. My passion was for basketball and running sprints. Since the
school population was so small, less than 80 students total, and since no one really
pushed the issue of having the school cooperate with another in sports, basketball and
track were not available to girls. However, the summer before my first year in high
school there were two other girls interested in participating in basketball and track, and
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because of Title IX 1 , the school found a place where we could join a team. For girls
basketball, we played for a school 1 0 miles east of our town, and for track (and eventually
softball) we played for a school six miles north of our town. During my high school
sporting career, I was the only minority on my teams, and the other teams which we
played against were predominately white. There was one instance that I can
remember where my basketball team competed against another school that had a player of
Asian descent; but, for the most part, when we did compete against another school which
had someone of color on their team, they were usually African American.
So, needless to say, during my high school sporting days, I was not exposed to
many other boys or girls of Asian descent playing basketball or running track, or even
participating in any other sport. In retrospect, I do not know why I did not find this
racial difference problematic at the time, but, now I know, it was because during this time
of my life, I was just trying to '"fit in," and be like everyone else, ... white.
While I have reflected back to my days of adolescence, I came to the realization
that I did not have ·sporting role models who were either Asian or of Asian descent.
There were no Michelle Kwans or Kristi Yamaguchis for women's basketball or track.
My idols were often black or white women such as Cindy Brown, Penny Toler, Cheryl
Miller, Joan Bonvicini, Mary Lou Retton, Jackie Joyner Kersee and Florence Griffith
Joyner. Even in the media, I did not see a face which resembled mine. Movie star and

Title IX- The Higher Education Act of 1 972 and its Title IX provision which prohibited
sex discrimination in educational institutions receiving federal funds (Boutilier and
SanGiovanni, 1983, p. 1 70).
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karate legend Bruce Lee was popular in the 1 980's and·so was Connie Chung, a
newscaster for the Network Broadcasting Company (NBC), but that was the extent of
exposure to anyone of Asian descent on television. Only in the 1 990's have women of
Asian descent been introduced and more visible in the television mainstream. Women
such as Lisa Ling who has done advertisements for Old Navy and is on the television
show The View with Barbara Walters, Ann Curry who is a newscaster for the Today
Show, and Lucy Liu of the Ally McBeal show who was an actress in the movie Charlie's
Angels have just recently become popular in the United States.
I found the same to be true in my elementary and high school United States
history classes with regard to learning about Asian Americans or people of Asian descent.
There was very little information about Asian Americans or people of Asian descent
living in the United States which discussed their origin(s) (i.e. how, why, and when they
arrived in the United States), and what contributions they have made to American
culture/society. Typically, the only mention of Asian Americans in United States' history
pertains to the internment of the Japanese Americans during World War Il. Otherwise the
discipline and discourse of the United States' history focuses on its indigenous people
and the ''white" culture or people of European descent. This I find problematic.
Whether it was the lack of exposure to people of Asian descent while growing up
and/or the lack of education I received about Asian Americans, I have struggled with how
I self-identify. Over the last 1 0 years, I have heard the term Asian American used more
frequently and I have struggled with defining the term Asian American. From my
position in society (i.e. being an American citizen of Korean descent, adopted into an all
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white/Caucasian family, and identifying with a culture of non-Asian heritage), I have
often times wondered if I am an Asian American and if I am considered to be Asian
American by others. Previously, I thought the term/label Asian American was applied to
anyone who was an American citizen of Asian descent, but now I have realized that there
is so much more to it. It involves race, ethnicity, politics, history, and, of course, social
interaction, self identification, and ascribed definition. It has only been recently that I
have stopped to think about how the term Asian American has been historically and
socially situated.
Introduction to the Problem and the Rationale for the Study
As an American woman of Asian descent, I find it problematic that there is little
research pertaining to the experiences and achievements of Asian Americans and people
of Asian descent living in America. I find it even more problematic that Asian American
women and women of Asian descent have often been marginalized in Asian American
and United States history, as well as in research pertaining to health, social, economical,
and/or political issues (Cho, 1 995; Kondo ,1 997; Ng, 1 998; and Takaki, 1 995). As Fong
( 1 998) asserts, Asian Americans are an understudied minority.
As for my personal politics, I consider myself to be a feminist, critical theorist
who wants to create social change and challenge the social perceptions regarding the
gender and racialized stereotyping of women of Asian descent as the "model minority,"
the "exotic seductress," or the "subservient and docile" woman, but it is also important to
me to provide a forum where women of Asian descent can have agency about who they
are and what they represent in the American culture. As mentioned previously, Fong
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( I 998) states that Asian American women and women of Asian descent are an
understudied minority. It is then even more imperative to hear what women of Asian
descent have to say regarding social, political, and economic issues, and give them a
platform from which they can speak and be heard. It is not enough to just read and write
about Asian American women and women of Asian descent. Their voices must be
present in these writings�
An area of particular interest in which women of Asian descent are
underrepresented and often marginalized is in American sports (Birrell, 1 990; Coakley,
200 1 ), and as I will point out in the following two Theoretical Discussion Chapters titled
a) on Race, Ethnicity, and Identity, and b) Asian Women, American Sport, Gender, Race,
and American Sport, Asian American women and women of Asian descent are either
omitted from the American sporting literature or there is a token reference pertaining to
Asians or Asian Americans in general (i.e. Leonard II, 1 980; Birrell, 1 990; Boutilier &
SanGiovanni, I 983 ; Bryant & McElroy, I 997; Smith, 1 992; and Snyder & Spreitzer, I 983 ).
As a result, I have found myself wondering about the experiences of other women of
Asian descent regarding their participation and/or experiences in or with sport and
physical activity. Other issues of interest include how women of Asian descent self
identify racially and ethnically, how gender roles of women of Asian descent are related
to their self identity, their family cultural practices while growing up, and if they embrace
and practice any of their Asian cultural heritage. Having introduced the topic and the
rationale for this study, the specific purpose will next be addressed.

7
Pur_pose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to reveal how a select group of women of Asian
descent self-identify racially and ethnically, and, to explore their perspectives regarding
their experiences in sport and/or physical activity.
Framework of the Study
The framework for this study was based in cultural studies. As I have learned as a
graduate student in cultural studies, there is no concise or definitive definition of cultural
studies. Cultural studies is not a single discipline of study; it is multidisciplinary,
interdisciplinary, postdisciplinary, and even antidisciplinary, and it uses theories and
methodologies from other areas of study such as sociology, psychology, history, and
anthropology to name a few, in addressing and understanding issues of culture and
everyday life (Nelson et al., 1 992; Wright, 1 996).
Cultural studies is also ever changing as society, people and politics change or any
relations between elements which affect the way of life nationally and transnationally. As
Nelson et al. (1 992) point out:
The passage of time, encounters with new historical events, and the very
extension of cultural studies into new disciplines and national contexts will
inevitably change its meanings and uses. Cultural studies needs to remain open to
unexpected, unimagined, even uninvited possibilities (p. 3)
Theory is also an important aspect of cultural studies, but it is not its main focus, but,
rather, the issue being addressed (Wright, 1 996). Nelson et al . (1 992) also recognize that
practice is a significant part of cultural studies since it "offers a bridge between theory
and material culture" (p. 6). This link between theory and practice is termed praxis
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(Wright, 1 996). With praxis, changes can occur at the social justice and social action
L levels ultimately affecting issues at the political forefront as well.
Continuing with the discussion of cultural studies, Storey (1 997) puts forth the
position that cultural studies "assumes that capitalist industrial societies" (p. 3) are
unequally divided along the lines of ethnicity, gender, and class, therefore contending that
culture is a significant site which produces this division which is both established and
contested. Furthermore, Storey states that "culture is a terrain on which takes place a
continual struggle over meaning, in which subordinate groups attempt to resist the
imposition of meanings which bear the interest of dominant groups" (p. 3 ). Thus, issues
such as social difference and discrimination (i.e. race, racism, class, gender, sexism, and
homophobia) are often taken up in cultural studies.
Other areas with which cultural studies is involved includes studying both "high"
culture (i.e. theater, opera, arts and literature) and "low" culture (i.e. movies, television,
magazines, sport and pop music) equally (Wright, 1 996, p. 14 ). As Nelson et al. ( 1 992)
express,
[I]t rejects the exclusive equation of culture with high culture and argues that all
forms of cultural production need to be studied in relation to other cultural
practices and to social and historical structures (p. 4).
Therefore, cultural studies includes studying culture and society's wide range of "arts,
beliefs, institutions, and communicative practices" (Nelson et al., 1 992, p. 4), "the very
material of our daily lives, the bricks and mortar of our most commonplace
understandings" (Willis, 1 997, as cited in Nelson et al., 1 992, p. 4).
Another primary aspect of cultural studies is that it has "a long history of
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commitment to disempowered populations" (Nelson et al., 1 992, p. 1 2), with the original
idea of cultural studies being, to listen to the voices of those who had been historically
marginalized (Wright, 1 996). Cultural studies takes seriously the accounts of those who
have been marginalized, to listen and learn about their lives, as well as "treat their lives
and their perspectives as equally important as official accounts" (Wright, 1 996, p. 1 5).
As mentioned previously, a cultural studies approach was utilized as the
framework for this study to understand how women of Asian descent self-identify racially
and ethnically and experience sport and/or physical activity. As it will be further
discussed later in this chapter as well as in more depth in Chapter Two, women of Asian
descent have been an understudied minority (Fong, 1 998), and they have been
marginalized from American history as well as in sport. Therefore, this study pulls from
the disciplines of history, sociology, sociology of sport, and psychology to explore and
gain an understanding of the lives of women of Asian descent living in America. The
review of literature includes the topics of race, the sociohistorical construction of Asian
Americanness and its situatedness in American society, identity, and gender development.
Also included in the review of literature is how race, gender, and identity intersect wit,h
sport as it pertains to women of Asian descent in providing a foundation with which to
understand how they self-identify racially and ethnically as well as experience sport
and/or physical activity.
An Explanation of Relative Key Terms
When referring to people as Asian, they are often associated with possessing
common phenotypical characteristics such as an "epicanthic eye fold," a "thicker nose
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bridge that gives the appearance of a flat face," and "a yellow undertone to the skin"
(Iijima Hall, 1 995, p. 8).
The term ofAsian descent is an all encompassing, general term which will refer to
those persons who were either born in an Asian country and immigrated to the United
States, or those who were born in the United States and have the phenotypical
characteristics of their Asian national origin. In either case, people of Asian descent may
or may not be citizens of the United States, and they may or may not continue to practice
the ethnic and cultural heritage of their national origin.
The term Asian American is monolithic in that it is applied to a very heterogeneous
group of people (Schaefer, 1 996). When used in this study, Asian American will
specifically refer to those who have the common phenotypical characteristics associated
with being Asian, and who were either foreign born and have immigrated from Asia to
live in the United States, or who were born in America. In either case, Asian Americans
are citizens of the United States and they maintain all or parts of their Asian ethnic and
cultural heritage/practices. The term, Asian American, can also be used as a means of
identification (i.e. how a group and/or individual identifies racially, ethnically and/or
politically).
Another term used in this study is culture. Although some people may use the
words ethnicity and culture interchangeably, culture is defined as " ... a way of lifeencompassing ideas, attitudes, languages, practices, institutions, structures of power- and a whole range of cultural practices: artistic forms, texts, canons, architecture, mass
produced commodities" (Nelson, Treichler & Grossberg, 1 992, p.5) within a community's
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everyday function of life. The difference between culture and ethnicity is that culture
involves the practices and functions of a community whereas ethnicity is a set of practices
and beliefs a person embraces and can be separate from that of the community.
To further define and discuss ethnicity, this term will be used in a general sense to
refer to the aspects of " ... daily, family and cultural life that people with common histories
share and find obligatory and fulfilling to teach their children" (Zack, 1 998, p. 29). For
example, when differentiating between the ethnicity of women of Asian descent and
Asian Americans in this study, Asian Americans will refer to those who continue to
practice parts or all of their Asian ethnic culture whether it pertains to family traditions,
holidays/celebrations, foods, and daily life activities associated with a particular Asian
culture (e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Taiwanese, Korean, Cambodian, Hawaiian), whereas
women of Asian descent may not ethnically identify with the traditions, holidays and
daily life activities associated with their national origin. Thus the ethnicity of women of
Asian descent may not be associated with their national origin. For example, a woman of
Asian descent may be of Chinese national origin, but embrace a series of beliefs
and practices regarding holidays, family and daily traditions either taught to her by her
family or which she has adopted on her own; therefore, a woman of Asian descent could
be Jewish, Italian, French, English, or American (i.e. embrace and practice a series of
beliefs/traditions associated with that culture).
Identity is a social construction that "defines the self and how it relates to the

broader social context" (Christian, 2000, p. 1 ). It is never static, but continuously
changes in relation to social relationships (i.e. the roles that people play in their private or
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public lives). Identity is not singular but multiple and shifting, ascribed, imposed and
embraced, fragmented and fractured, and constructed through difference (Cavallaro,
2001; Hall, 2000).
Along with identity is the term identification, and "identification forms the most
elusive part of our unconscious lives" (Fuss, 1995, p.2), where people experience their
identities as part of their public persona, identifications are "more private, guarded, and
evasiv_e'' (Fuss, 1 995, p.2). Through identification, self recognition is produced, and it
"inhabits, organizes and instantiates identity" (Fuss, 1995, p.2), and where identities are
unstable, identification becomes more of a question of how the self relates to the other.
Although· the term race is a social construction and it has no biological foundation
of difference among people (Zack, 1998), the term race when used in this study, will refer
to the color difference among people and/or the phenotypical characteristics commonly
associated with color differences. For example, Asians are typically associated with
having a yellowish skin tone, an epicanthic eye fold, a wider nose bridge, and straight
dark brown or black hair; Blacks typically have dark brown skin, fuller lips, larger
nostrils, and very curly, dark brown or black hair; and Whites usually have very light or
fair skin, double eye lids which fold back into the eye socket, and sharply defined facial
features such as a narrow nose bridge and a more prominent nose.
Although physical activity is associated with sport, physical activity as defined
for the purpose of this study, is any activity where one exhibits physical exertion for the
sake of exercising or pleasure without the constraints of a particular set of governing rules
which controls the activities of the human body or limits the time and space permitted for
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the activity (Coakley, 2001, p. 20). Examples of physical activity may include but are not
limited to the following: mountain biking, hiking, jogging, water skiing, swimming,
forms of dance, walking, rollerskating/blading, and weight lifting.
The term sport is defined as an "Institutionalized competitive activity" (Coakley,
200 1, p. 20) where behaviors and organization are patterned or standardized over time
and where physical exertion and physical skills are performed among individuals or teams
'.;..

" ... within agreed rules which are regulated by bureaucracies:and control the permitted
activities of the human or animal body, constraining the tim� and space permitted for the
. ·'"! •'

activity" (Blake, 1 997, p. 40) with the common goal of achieving intrinsic or external
rewards (Blake, 1 997; Coakley, 200 1 ).
As previously mentioned, this was a qualitative research study. The qualitative
research tradition used to conduct this study was existential phenomenology.
Phenomenology is defined as "... primarily an attempt to understand empirical matters
from the perspective of those being studied" (Rieman, 1 998, p. 275), and its purpose is to
examine or explore the lived experiences of individuals regarding a concept or
phenomenon, or to investigate the structures of consciousness in human experiences
(Creswell, 1 998). Existential phenomenology provides a method which gives women a
voice to express their experiences from a perspective of understanding, and it is
associated with describing and understanding phenomena, " ... rather than explaining
experiences in order to predict and control them" (Garko, 1 999, p. 1 69).
Assumptions of the Study
It was assumed that the participants in this study were able to openly and honestly
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articulate their experiences and perceptions of sport and physical activity, and that they
were able to articulate how they self-identify themselves racially and ethnically. It was
further assumed that an existential phenomenological interview is a valid method for
gathering an in-depth description of the participants' perceptions and experiences
regarding sport, physical activity, and self identification.
Scope of the Study
Since phenomenological methodology was utilized in this study, interviews were
performed with seven female co-participants of Asian descent. Although there were
seven co-participants for this study, this was not considered a true limitation when
conducting qualitative research where the emphasis is on identifying and understanding
the experiences and perceptions of the co•participants; however, unlike conducting a
quantitative research study or a qualitative research study where a grand theory is
constructed, the findings of this study cannot be generalized to a larger population.
Significance of the Study
Sports have had a huge impact and influence on American life, and only recently
have academics begun to study this social and cultural phenomenon (Coakley, 200 I ;
Gorn & Oriard, 1 995). As Birrell (1 990) notes, race is an issue that has been neglected
in many disciplines as well as in sport studies. Over the years, sport studies scholars have
begun to realize how sport is an " .. .institutional site for the reproduction of relations of
privilege and oppression, of dominance and subordination, structured along the gender,
race, and class lines" (Birrell, p. 1 85), but there has yet been a significant analysis
produced which-examines racial relations in sport (Birrell, 1990). The sport studies
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analyses which have looked at race issues are generally "superficial" (Birrell, p. 1 86),
and based upon black athletes. And, as Birrell points out, race is not synonymous with
black, although many people still do equate the term race with meaning black. Thus,
Asian and Asian American athletes are often overlooked and excluded from these
analyses of race and sport (Coakley,200 1 ; Birrell, 1 990; Wong, 1 999).
Within this qualitative study, the voices and perspectives of women of Asian
descent regarding their experiences and perceptions of sport and/or physical activity as
well as how they self-identify themselves racially and ethnically were addressed. As a
female researcher of Asian descent, I feel it is imperative that the discourses regarding
issues of racial identity development, race and sport include Asian American women and
women of Asian descent, and that the continuation of the discourse on race and sport is
conducted beyond the binary terms of black and white. It is also important that the
discourses regarding these issues recognize and portray the voices of these women and
not just produce narratives or editorialized versions of their experiences or perceptions.
Therefore, the significance of this study was twofold: a) to reveal how women of Asian
descent self-identify racially and ethnically, and b) to explore how women of Asian
descent experience sport and/or physical activity. Revealing how women of Asian
descent self-identify and experience sport and/or physical activity contributes to the
existing body of.knowledge (or lack of) surrounding the specific discourses of Asian
identity/identity development and gender, race and sport.
Organization of Study
The following two chapters focus on a theoretical discussion of race, ethnicity,
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identity, and Asian women, Gender, Race and Sport. Chapter Four discusses the
methodology and theoretical philosophical influence used for this study. In the
theoretical discussion chapters, an examination of theories and literature pertaining to
women of Asian descent in sport and physical activity are presented. Included in this
discussion is also an examination of the historical elements which have impacted the
sociocultural lives of women of Asian descent in relation to their participation in sport
and physical activity. Next, the theories pertaining to the identity development of Asian
Americans and women of Asian descent are examined. In the last section of the review
of literature chapter, the qualitative methodological tradition chosen for this study
existential phenomenology- is presented. Chapter Four, methodology- covers the criteria
for participant inclusion, instrumentation, data collection and data analysis. In Chapter
Five, the analysis of this study is presented and discussed, and Chapter Six contains the
conclusion for this study as well as recommendations for future study.
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CHAPTER 2

Theoretical Discussion Of Race, Ethnicity And Identity

Introduction
Much of the literature regarding women of Asian descent in the United States
goes back to the 1 800s; this is around the same time documentation of Asian immigrants
began to be recorded. Since this time, it has been historically noted that women of Asian
. . .i

descent and Asian American women have been marginalized and overlooked with regard
to issues of mainstream American culture and research, especially in areas such as
politics, economics, race, class, gender, health, sports, and, of course, the media. With
this in mind, it is interesting to think about how little is known regarding women of Asian
descent and Asian American women from their own perspectives, more specifically in the
areas of sport and/or physical activity and self-identification regarding race and ethnicity.
Therefore, the focus of this study was to explore the experiences of sport and/or
physical activity by women of Asian descent living in the United States, and, secondly, to
determine how women of Asian descent self-identify racially and ethnically. The sections
in this chapter include: a) history, b) race, ethnicity, and identity, c) Asian American
identity and identity development, d) female identity development, and e) sport and
physical activity.
Historical Elements regarding Asian American Women
The purpose of this section is to discuss and become aware of the history of
Asian-American women. Although this study was about women of Asian descent, it is
important to remember that Asian American history to some degree, is a part of the
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participant's lives. Whether the history of Asian American women is directly related to
the participants' family history, or to the overall events which have transpired over the
years to racialize, sexualize and stereotype women of Asian descent, the history of Asian
Americans is an important aspect which needs to be explored.
Asian women began to immigrate to the United States around the same time as
Asian men in the 1 840s. According to Kumagai (1 978), it was the Chinese and Japanese
who initially paved the way for other Asians to immigrate to the United States. Chow
( 1 987) stated that the first Chinese women immigrated to the United States in the 1 850s,
Japanese women came during the 1 890s, and Filipino and Korean women followed in the
early part of the twentieth century. The early immigration pattern was that the men would
initially arrive in the United States and their wives and daughters would follow. In the
mid 1 800s, Kumagai (1 978) notes that there was a huge influx of Chinese immigrants to
the United States; Ligutom-Kimura (1995) also notes that from 1 924 to 1 965, the United
States and its people had racist/exclusionist reactions toward Asian immigrants.
Exclusion laws and discriminatory practices became evident in the United States against
Asian immigrants because as some researchers theorize, American workers began to feel
threatened that their jobs were being taken away by Asian immigrants, thus the
racist/exclusionist reactions (Lai, 1 995). Because of these exclusion laws and
discriminatory practices, the early to mid 1 900s had very low population numbers of
Asian women compared to men. To rectify the low populations of Asian women in the
United States, the War Brides Act of 1 947, picture brides, and mail order brides were
common avenues used to create family units (Chan, 1 988; Chow, 1 987; Kumagai, 1 978).
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During these times, Asian women were not allowed to be with their fathers or husbands,
and, even if they were, Ligutom-Kimura (1 995) indicates that the daily lives of the Asian
women were difficult. These women were confined to and controlled by Confucian
family roles. The roles of Asian women were to "serve their fathers in youth, husbands in
marriage, and their sons in old age" (Kumagai, 1 978, p. 1 7). - The lives of Asian
American women were demanding. They were cut off from their mothers, friends and
family due to the great distance over the Pacific Ocean. The women were to care for the
children as well as help their husbands in the fields. There was little time for themselves
and to fonn friendships with other women; the only members of the same sex that Asian
women could confide in were their daughters (Ligutom-Kimura, 1 995).
Historically, when Asian women immigrated to the United States, all they knew
was their culture. Asian American households continued the traditions of their
homelands where social and cultural precepts did not allow for deviation without the
conceptual fear of dishonoring the self or the family (Ligutom-Kimura, 1 995;
McCormick, 1 993). Asian American women were oppressed through domination by their
men, and these women had strict roles and behavioral criteria which they had to follow
(Ligutom-Kimura, 1995; Chow, 1 987). Asian American woman were often discouraged
by their family and culture from participation or involvement in nontraditional activities.
With the stresses and strains that the Asian people encountered in the new land regarding
racial, economic, social and educational barriers, they began to conform to the standards
of Americans and American society; thus experiencing acculturation. The Asian people
already had similar cultural values as the Americans with regard to emphasizing
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education, manners of politeness, diligence, long-term goals, respect for authority and
parental wishes, and keeping up appearances, but the Asian person also picked up
adaptive mechanisms (Ligutom-Kimura, 1 995). Examples of these were adjusting one's
behavior accordingly to the cues from the external world (the Asian became more
sensitive with regard to how others perceive what is acceptable), and suppressing desires
and real emotions even if it conflicted with one's ancestral heritage (Ligutom-Kimura,
1 995; McCormick, 1 993).
Another historical aspect that Asian American women and women of Asian
descent have to deal with is stereotyping. Chan ( 1 988) states that it was the colonization
of many countries in Asia by the "Western powers" (p. 34) which created a sense of
ownership and justified a sense of superiority over another racial group. With
colonization, or as Chan states, "ownership" (p. 34), Asian people were perceived as
commodities, especially women. It was during this time that stereotyping of Asian
women began. Stereotyping of Asian women was reinforced when the United States
involved itself in the wars associated with the Philippines, Japan and China in World War
II, the Korean and Vietnam Wars (Chan, 1 988; Kumagai, 1 978; Iijima Hall, 1 995). Asian
women were perceived by American soldiers as commodities-- "prostitutes/sexual objects
who provided rest and recuperation from the war zones" (Chan, 1 988, p. 34). Iijima Hall
(1 995) also notes that for the Vietnam War, the US military training involved
rationalizing Asians as "subhuman" (p. 16) to ensure that the American soldier could kill.
To expand upon this note, Espiritu (1 992) recounts some horrific and barbarous stories
from Asian American G.l.s during the Vietnam War. These G.I.s told their stories of
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anti-Asian sentiments the white soldiers had for all Asians. One Asian American G.I.
stated, for some G.I.s in Vietnam there were no Vietnamese people; they were all
"Gooks"22 who were considered as inferior or unhuman animals (p. 43). Espiritu also
recounts an incident from another Asian American G .I. who stated that he saw how the
whites treated the Vietnamese, "calling them Gooks and running them over with their
trucks" (p. 44). Iijima Hall cites that a similar type of training was used with regard to
Asian women; Asian women were portrayed as "dolls, ... toys or something to play with"
(p. 1 6). When American soldiers returned home from the wars, and, in some cases with
Asian wives, the stereotype of Asian women as submissive, subservient, exotic, and
mysterious continued, and was generalized to American society. The stereotype of Asian
women being sexual objects was exacerbated by the media as well (Chan, 1 988;
Kumagai, 1 978; Iijima Hall, 1 995; Chow, 1 987). The media and film makers portrayed
Asian women as exotic, devious, and deceitful. At times it was also portrayed that Asian
women would use their sexual prowess to achieve their goals, but the media always
portrayed men from American societies as viewing Asian women as nonequals and sex
objects (Chan, 1 988; Kumagai, 1 978; Iijima Hall, 1 995).
Over the years, Asian people have been oppressed by racism and sexism. They
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"The 'Gook' stereotype 'portrays Koreans, Vietnamese, Cambodians, Laotians, and other
Asians as subhuman beings who do not value individual human life and who all look like
the treacherous Chinese Communist enemy" (Tachiki, 1 97 1 , as cited in Espiritu, 1 992, p.
43). The term Gook, "is actually the Korean word for 'country."' (Cao & Novas, 1 996, p.
262). Cao and Novas note that during the Korean War, the term Gook was used to refer
to Koreans by American soldiers as a derogatory term, and, with the Vietnam War, the
term Gook was transformed to refer to the Vietnamese, especially the Vietcong.
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were used for cheap labor working on railroads, plantations, and in the mines, specifically
to do work that white Americans would not do (Chow, 1 987; Ligutom-Kim� 1 995).
Many Asian women were servants or were hired to clean people's homes so that white
Americans could do "community work and become emancipated" (Kumagai, 1978, p. 6).
Other examples of discrimination include when the United States created and
enacted laws which targeted Asian women. As mentioned previously, in the mid-to late
1 800s, the United States was not receptive to Asian immigrants, especially women. One
of the first laws enacted was in 1 850. This was the first antiprostitution law in San
Francisco which "barred traffic" (Chow, 1 987, p. 291 ) of Chinese women and slave girls.
The Naturalization Act of 1 870 and the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1 882 denied the entry
of Chinese laborers' wives (Chow, 1 987). There was a '�special act" in 1 92 1 that was
directed towards not allowing Chinese women to marry American citizens (Chow, 1987).
The Exclusion act of 1924 forbade alien born wives to enter the United States with or
after their husbands, but their children were permitted to come. The Cable Act of 1 932
stated that American-born Chinese women marrying foreign-born Asians would lose their
U.S. citizenship, yet they could regain their citizenship through the process of
naturalization at a later time. There was also the California Anti-miscegenation Law
which in 1906 prohibited the marriage between whites and Mongolians, and between
laborers of Asian origin.
In summary, Asian American women been discriminated against. They have been
oppressed by Asian men, the patriarchal/male domineering Asian culture, and the
American society through the perpetuation of stereotypes and ideologies of Asian women
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as quiet, submissive, non-political, exotic, and family-oriented. Asian women have been
oppressed in their thinking/consciousness as well as in their actions. The Asian cultural
upbringing for the woman has discouraged self thinking, political activism, agency, and
especially feminist thought. This has all been limited by their social experiences and
place in society; however, over the past 30 to 40 years (i.e. mostly with the beginning of
the Civil Rights and Women's Movements, or thereinafter), Asian women have further
addressed this oppression.
Race, Ethnicity and Identity
As a preface to discussing what Asian American identity is, a brief discussion
regarding race, ethnicity and identity needs to take place. Next, the construction and
commonplaceness of Asian American identity in our social and political world will be
explored, followed by how Asian American identity is multiple, political, and contested.
To begin, "race" is an issue that has long been debated and discussed (Schaefer,
1 996). There are many arguments as to what race actually means and what it involves,
yet society still uses and/or misuses this concept today. Naomi Zack (1 998) discusses the
historical concept of race and noted that until the 1 8th and 1 9th centuries, European
history defined race to mean family or national group. As Kincheloe and Steinberg
( 1 998) purport, Europeans did not use the label Black to refer to any race of people
including Africans- until the racialization of slavery. The ancient Greeks and Romans
defined race as a person's group to which they belonged or associated with an ancestral
place and culture. In the Middle Ages, race was considered to be a person's family and
ancestors (Zack, 1 998). Zack reveals that the 1 th and 1 8 th centuries are the beginning of
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the modern period where nation-states began to emerge and the term 'race' was
associated with cultures and civilizations in geographic regions. By the 1 8th century,
physical differences such.as skin hue were associated with race, and racial divisions were
based on differences in religion and cultural tradition, not biology (Zack, 1998). Zack
asserts that it was in the second part of the 1 9th century that race was defined as "a
distinct biological group of human beings who were not all members of the same family
but who shared inherited physical and cultural traits that were different from those shared
within other races" (p. 2); she further notes that it was American scientists during slavery
and segregation who constructed this meaning of race. From this, Zack indicates that
scientists studying race used this definition to justify slavery and white social and
economic dominance over blacks. For example, falsified reports· of empirical findings
were constructed and produced which created a racial hierarchy where whites were on the
top, blacks on the bottom, and Asians and Indians in the middle (Zack, 1998).
Out of 1 9th century thought on race developed the racial theory of racial essences
as the "cause of superior or inferior intellectual, aesthetic, spiritual, and moral qualities"
(Zack, p. 2). This ideology was both abstract and general, because the concept of race
was so different than earlier notions regarding family lines and the idea that race was the
cause of characteristics which were inherited through family descent. The ideology of
race as essence was faulty, however, because there were many family lines within each of
the main races and the concept of essence did not allow for mixed essence (i.e. racial
mixing) (Zack, 1 998).
As the 20th century came about, Marger ( 1 997) notes that before there was a
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definitive distinction between nationalities and religions from race, society as well as
social scientists in the United States conceptualized race to include immigrant groups
representing various nationalities and religions (e.g. Italians and Jews). As Zack (1998)
indicates social scientists during this time period, relegated the differences in human
culture, behavior, intellect, morality, and spirituality to environment, education, and
history--not biology. Therefore, from this, the concept of race was reduced to "biological
differences only [ and] ... at present, as a factual basis for individual and group
identification, 'race' still means inheritable physical characteristics only'' (p. 2).
Following her discussion of the historical concept of race, Zack (1 998) then
explains the problems of race from a scientific perspective. She states that "If it were true
that being black, white, Asian, or Indian caused human beings to have the types of
physical traits they do, then there ought to be some physical marker for race, apart from
those traits, that scientists can identify" (p. 3). Neither biologists, anthropologists,
physiologists, geneticists nor any other scientists who have studied the physical elements
of race have been able to identify racial characteristics shared by all members of any race
(Zack, 1998). Zack contrasts the notion of race to that of biological sex and notes that
chromosomes determine sex; however, there is nothing that scientists can find which is
the determinant of race.
Zack (1 998) goes on to state that racial categorization has been culturally
attributed with some type of inherited phenotypical characteristics; therefore, there is no
racial significance. It is not any different than the characteristic of height. There is not a
general characteristic which determines racial membership; in fact, phenotypical
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characteristics vary more within the main racial groups than they do between groups.
This is attributed to the distribution of these traits due to population and generational
changes among people (Zack, 1998). In summary, scientifically speaking there is no
biological basis for the concept of race; rather, "Race, as something general about a
person or a group, is a social overlay on actual physical traits" (p. 4).
Despite the fact that race does not have a biological foundation, American society
still uses and even believes in the concept of race. It is very much a part of our everyday
lives. As Zack ( 1 998) asserts, the criteria people use for recognized racial group
membership are based on physical appearance which includes skin color, hair texture,
bone structure, and ways of speaking, dressing, moving and behavioral styles. Today,
people still correlate physical characteristics and hereditary characteristics with race as a
way of differentiating individuals from other humans (Marger, 1 997; Zack 1 998);. thus,
"[P]eople rely on the race of their close family members as a source of their own racial
identity. And they generally rely on physical appearances for classifying others" (Zack,
1998, p. 5). Having said this, race is scientifically unsupported, however, it is still
widely utilized by people as a way of identifying physical/phenotypical characteristics.
Therefore, the discussion of race within this paper will be from the theoretical position of
associating physical/phenotypical characteristics with that of race.
As a caveat to this discussion on race, it is important to note that over the years,
the United States government has had a good deal of influence with regard to categorizing
races (Lott, 1 998). According to Lott (1 998), the United States conducted the first
three-way racial classification census in 1 790, and due to the influence of governmental
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politics (i.e. national census and demographic information), races have been defined as
black, white/Caucasian, Asian or Pacific Islander and American Indian or Alaskan
Native. Lott also stated that the category of "Hispanic origin" is technically defined as an
ethnic designation that the United States census uses to categorize people who do not fit
within the above-mentioned racial aspect of the census. In other words, Hispanics are
people of any race or color that have a Spanish ancestry/heritage, and it is a matter of
self identification (Lott, 1 998).
Ethnicity is also a variable in determining identity, and, in the past, it has often
been used interchangeably and in conjunction with the term "race;" however, its meaning
is very different than that of race. As Zack ( 1 998) defines it, [ethnicity] :
[C]oncems all aspects of daily, family, and cultural life that people with common
histories share and find obligatory and fulfilling to teach to their children. It is a
matter of learned behavior ... as something that is passed on to people by families
and communities, ethnicity is inherited (p. 29).
Franklin's (1998) conceptualization of ethnicity is similar to that of Zack's, but it also
includes that cultural traditions and customs, value systems, and world views are also
similar along ethnic lines. As Glazer & Moynihan ( 1975), as cited in Marger ( 1 997),
note, the ideas of ethnic group and ethnicity are fairly new terms, and the appearance of
these terms in the standard English dictionaries was not until the 1 960s.
Ethnic groups are defined as, "... groups within a larger society that display a unique
set of cultural traits" (Marger, 1 997, p. 1 2); they are "subcultures maintaining certain
behavioral characteristics that, in some degree, set them off from the society's
mainstream, or culture" (p. 1 2). Marger further states that unique cultural traits were not
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reason enough to define ethnic groups, because ethnicity also involves a sense of
community among its members. There is a sense of community or "oneness" (p. 1 3)
which comes from having a common heritage or shared ancestry, and this commonness
does not necessarily have to be real (Marger, 1 997). What I interpreted Marger to mean
by commonness not having to be real is, if people believe themselves to be similar by the
virtue of their perceived heritage, and as long as others in the society so regard them, they
are constitutively a member of that ethnic group.
Ethnicity is also considered to be ascribed and it is acquired at birth (Marger,
1 997, Lee, 1999). Marger ( 1997) states that "Being born a member of an ethnic group,
one does not leave it except in unusual circumstances, and one might change ethnic
affiliation by 'passing'-- that is, by changing one's name or other outward signs .of
ethnicity or by denying group membership" (p. 1 5). Furthermore, ethnicity involves the
process of socialization where individuals learn their group membership early and use it
to differentiate themselves from others. Marger also claims that ethnicity regarding group
identification is internalized much the same way as accepting one's gender.
Another aspect of ethnicity which Marger ( 1997) discusses was multiethnic
societies where rigid boundaries do not exist between ethnic groups; where people cross
ethnic lines and determine largely for themselves who they are. For example, people who
interethnically marry and have children create a new ethnic society where there is no
longer a singular, but a multiethnic society.
In summary, ethnicity is a multitude of characteristics including behaviors and
values, and it also intersects with race and religion in various ways (Zack, 1998). As
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Zack notes, people's ethnicity is different due to a variety of characteristics (as mentioned
above) as well as from the experience of racial difference; those who are of a specific
religious belief may also have different traditions of social and family life (e.g. Jews,
Catholics, Protestants), because all religious affiHations occur among all races. Thus,
ethnicity is not an aspect of identity alone in and of itself, it is only one aspect of many
which create identity.
Identity is a social construction; it is a label that we place upon ourselves and
which others place upon us. As Christian (2000) notes, "Identity as a sociological
concept has been defined as the search for 'self and how one relates to the broader social
• r' ,

context" (p. 1). In referencing what C . Wright Mills stated in the 1950s, Christian
reflects that ".. .individuals in society cannot be separated from the history and social
milieu of times" (p. 1 ), and that "... each person has a particular biography/history that is
played out over time and place'' (p. I). Christian also cites sociologist David Newman, in
claiming identity to mean:
[l]t is our most essential and personal characteristic. It consists of our
membership in social groups (race, ethnicity, religion, gender and so on), the traits
we show, and the traits others ascribe to us. Our identity locates us in the social
world, thoroughly affecting everything we do, feel, say, and think in our lives (p.
1-2).
As Christian (2000), Fuss (1989) and Cavallaro (2001) note, identity is complex
and fluid. Christian (2000) points out that postmodern theorists define identity as a
�'jelly-like" (p. 2) substance, such that if it is pushed upon, it moves. Identity, according
to such theorists, is never static, but rather is continuously changing in relation to the
development of society and the social relationships with people (Cavallaro, 2001;
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Christian, 2000; Gilligan, 1 993), thus including Christian's (2000) reference of
Newman's definition of identity. Continuing, Hall (2000) points out, identities are
[I]ncreasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply constructed
across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices and
positions. They are constantly in the process of change and transformation (p.
1 7).
As Cavallaro (2001 ) notes, social identities are not fixed properties acquired at
birth and bound to remain stable; rather, they are multiple and shifting depending on
the roles that people play in both their private and public lives. Identities are also created
in response to the "Other" (Cavallaro, 200 1 ). As Hall (2000) cites:
[I]dentities are constructed through, not outside, difference. This entails the
radically disturbing recognition that it is only through the relation to the Other,
the relation to what it is not, to precisely what it lacks, to what has been called its
constitutive outside that the positive meaning · of any term-and thus its 'identity'
can be constructed (p. 1 7).
Hegel (1 770-1 83 1 ), as cited in Cavallaro (2001 ), uses the concept of the Other to argue
that " ...human consciousness is incapable of perceiving itself without recognition by
others" (p. 1 20), and that " ...the Other is the factor that enables the subject to build up a
self-image. The Other is the person or group that confers meaning upon the subject by
either helping it or forcing it to adopt a particular world view and to define its position
therein" (p. 1 2 1 ). It is through the recognition of noting Others' gazes of one's self that
an understanding of identity emerges; ironically, it is the same gaze which also deprives a
person of any "real sense of autonomy" (p. 121 ).
Along with identity comes the issue of identification. Identification as Hall
(2000) purports is " ...constructed on the back of a recognition of some common origin or
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shared characteristics with another person or group, or with an ideal, and with the natural
closure of solidarity and allegiance established on this foundation" (p. 1 6). Hall
continues and notes that "In contrast with the 'naturalism' of this definition, the
discursive approach sees identification as a construction, a process never
completed--always 'in process "'(p. 16).
As Fuss ( 1 995) discusses identification, she claims that "they form the most
elusive part of our unconscious lives" (p. 2). She notes that people experience their
identities as part of their public persona, the most revealed aspect of their self, colliding
with a world of their other selves, and the identifications are "more private, guarded, and
evasive" (p. 2). Thus, identification produces self-recognition, and it "inhabits, organizes
and instantiates identity" (p. 2). Identities are unstable and open to change whereas
"identification is a question of relation, of self to other" (p. 3 ).
To expand upon this thought, Bhabha (2000) states, "We are no longer confronted
with an ontological problem of being but with the discursive strategy of the moment of
interrogation, a moment in which the demand for identification becomes, primarily, a
response to other questions of signification and desire, culture and politics" (p. 98). For
example, if a person believes themself to be similar by virtue of their perceived heritage,
and as long as others in society so regard them, they are constitutively a member of that
group, thus identification rather than identity. Gilligan (1 993) also notes that one's
identification is continuous and related to the social interactions people have throughout
the course of their life.
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Asian American Identity
With this brief discussion about identity, race and ethnicity, I now have a base
from which I can discuss Asian American identity and its sociohistorical origins as well
as how Asian American identity has become "commonplace'' in society. The
multiplicity, complexity and politicalness of Asian American identity is examined as
well as why Asian American identity is potentially contested.
As Rose (2000) states:
The human being, that is to say, is that kind of creature whose ontology is
historical. And the history of human being, therefore, requires an investigation of
the intellectual and practical techniques that have comprised the instruments
through which being has historically constituted itself. The focus of such a
genealogy, therefore, is not 'the historical construction of the self but the history
of the relations which human beings have established with themselves. These
relations are constructed and historical (p. 3 1 1 ).
With this said, it is interesting to note the sociohistorical construction of Asian American
identity.
Much of the history of the United States regarding its people has involved the
classification of its inhabitants according to race and ethnicity. Through this social and
historical classification of its people, Asian Americanness has become commonplace in
the racial, ethnic, social and political world. Even as early as the late 1 700s, laws were
enacted such as the Naturalization Act of 1 790, which limited citizenship in the United
States to free white persons (i.e. males) who had at least two years of residence in the
United States, have served to situate Asian Americanness (Lott, 1998; Tuan, 1999).
Although this was not directed specifically towards Asians, it certainly included them,
and this law was not nullified until 1952. In the early parts of this nation's history, much
of the inclusion and exclusion of people regarding citizenship and social status was based
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on race. Lott (1 998) notes that in 1 790, the first census regarding racial classification was
obtained which categorized people as white, American Indian, or slaves; however, this
data was not representative of the people. For example, the 1 790 census distinguished
American Indians for the purpose of taxation, but not for representation. Secondly,
people of African descent were classified as slaves, and not all black people were slaves
at this time (Lott, 1 998). Lott notes that throughout the 19th century, while the social
status of the black population continued to change rapidly, the differentiation among
black people became more specific due to color, blood quantum, and free status. More
attention was also given to people's nationality and ethnicity due to immigration policies
specific to immigrants from Southern, Central, Eastern Europe, Mexico and Latin
America (Lott, 1998). However, the first policy of exclusion which was directed
specifically at a national origin rather than at civil or legal status came in 1 882 with the
Chinese Exclusion Act (Lott, 1998). Following this, there were many other laws enacted
which were directed towards people of Asian descent (e.g. 1 906 Antimiscegenation law;
1 907 Gentlemen's Agreement; Act of 1 92 1 which forbid Chinese women to marry
American men; Exclusion Act of 1 924 forbidding foreign born wives of Asian males to
enter the U.S., but permitting children; and The Cable Act of 1 932 which stated that
American-born Chinese women marrying foreign-born Asians would lose their U.S.
citizenship) (Lott, 1 998).
Other instances in which Asians have been politicized is in racial classification.
Although the meaning of race has been greatly debated and contested over the years
(Zack, 1 998), the classification of Asians in America as a racial category is a fairly recent
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event. The circumstances which classify them as a racial category is also quite
interesting (Lott, 1 998). As Lott notes, Asians were the first to be classified according to
geographical location - the Asian continent. Blacks and whites have been categorized
according to color and American Indians have been classified as "... red men and the more
generic 'indios,' meaning native in Spanish" ( p. 27 )� Because of their racial
classification·and supposedly inferior status on the racial hierarchy, Asians have been
viewed as foreigners and aliens and barred from citizenship in the United States (Lott,
1 998). Asians have also been viewed as the enemy in the United States during select
times in history (i.e. times of war and economic depression) (Lott, 1 998). Due to the
racial classification and racial status imposed and assigned to Asians by the dominant
racial group in the United States (the Euro-American/white people), they have
experienced various heinous crimes committed against them such as lynchings,
vandalism, harassment, intimidation, and other acts of violence (Lott, 1 998).
It was not until the 1 960s that major changes started to occur for Asians in the
United States. There were many issues at the forefront during this time such as the Civil
Rights Movement, New Left Politics, and the Vietnam war (Kondo, 1 997). · Along with
these issues, a new political coalition began to address issues of racism, poverty, war and
exploitation (Espiritu, 1 992). Within this movement, the tenn and identity "Asian
American" emerged as well as a heightened identity politics. Fuss (1 987) defines the
terms politics and identity as related to issues of power, privilege, and difference, and
how the two are related; that to have an identity, one has politics. As with the Asian
American identity, people from various national origins, of different immigration
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histories, regardless of class, gender, and sexuality, bonded together to fight issues of
oppression and discrimination that were commonly experienced by Asian people in the
United States (Kondo, 1 997).
Ancheta (1 998) and Lott ( 1 998) note that the term Asian American was derived
from U.S.-bom Chinese, Filipino, and Japanese college students and community-based
human service organizations as a way to create social and political cohesion among
Asians so that they could be more visible, heard, treated as equals and not labeled as
foreigners. Asian Americans wanted a term that would dispose of the term "Oriental"
to define their identity as permanent American residents and as citizens who acknowledge
their commonality with other racial and ethnic groups, yet distinguished from a white
majority (Ancheta, 1998; Espiritu, 1 997; Kondo, 1 997; TamayoLott, 1 998). Thus, the
term Asian American was political in its efforts to replace the term "Oriental," which was
often synonymous with descriptors of Asian people as being exotic, foreign, colonized,
and mystical (Kondo, 1 997; Takaki, 1998) as well as to create a collective voice among a
diverse group of people fighting for equality; as Kondo ( 1 997) states, " .. .it is above all a
coalition and performative identity" (p. 1 90).
Lott ( 1998) notes that the first meaning or identity definition of "' Asian
American' emphasized 'American "' (p. 78); it was a response to the distinct differences
with other Americans. By 1965 and 1 969, Asians were receiving more recognition due to
the 1 965 Immigration Act as well as the war in Southeast Asia. Asian American Studies
programs were also beginning to develop at institutions of higher education in the
California area (Lott, 1 998). By 1 970, the term Asian American was joined by the terms
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Asian and Pacific Americans as these communities developed, expanded, and created
coalitions for representation in federal, state, county, and municipal programs (Lott,
1 998). It became evident during this time, that the Asian American population and
community was well on its way to becoming a "clearly defined group" (Lott, p. 79) in
American society, with the emphasis on American to mean anything from being born and
raised in the United States to being a United States citizen and permanent resident.
The second meaning of Asian American was popularized by researchers and the
media. As Hall ( 1999) discusses� the media influences the "production and
transformation of ideologies" (p. 27 1 ) by presenting " .. .images, concepts and premises
which have framed how society represents, interprets, understands, and makes sense of
social existence" (p. 27 1). Thus, the media helped to construct and reinforce a second
meaning or identity of Asian Americans.
This second meaning of Asia:n Americans occurred when researchers and the
media compared Asian Americans to other racial and ethnic minorities in the late 1 960s
and early l 970s. Asian Americans were revered to be the "model minority." L. Fong
(1 997) and T. Fong (1998) note that in 1966, The New York Times highlighted the
economic success of some Asians, yet did not disclose persistent poverty, exploitation
and anti-Asian sentiments. Even in today's society, the model minority myth still persists
and it continues to distract attention away from the less affluent and less educated
segments of the Asian American population as well as minimize the negative impact of
discrimination and inequality experienced by Asian Americans.
Underlying the model minority image that researchers and the media have created
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is also resentment, resentment against Asian Americans by other minorities (Ancheta,
1998; T. Fong, 1998). Along with the underlying message of the model minority is the
implication that Asians have "made it" (Lai, 1995, p. 183), that they have overcome their
oppression by pulling up hard on their bootstraps to advance socially and economically in
the United States (Fong, 1998; Lai, 1995). A cultural hierarchy has also developed,
formulated by the concept that " ... cultural deprivation implies that black, Hispanic,
Latino, and American Indian cultures lack the cultural reinforcements that lead to
successful achievement in education and career advancement, and hence to higher
socioeconomic levels" (Lai, 1995, p. 183). Although the model minority label may have
first seemed complementary, it has unfairly homogenized an extremely diverse group of
people, ignoring the imperative historical and socioeconomic realities of Asian
Americans (Lai, 1995; Lott, 1 998).
With the influence of the medi� social researchers, and political activism, the
term Asian American has become commonplace and well accepted. It has become a term
that many people recognize and use on a regular basis when referring to people of Asian
descent living in the United States or who are citizens of the United States. However,
there is still more to Asian American identity.
Asian Americans have been homogenized into a single category when in fact they
are a very heterogeneous group. This occurs through essentialism; when people
categorize Asian Americans into a single panethnic category when in fact they are a
diverse group of people from different countries as well as various ethnic backgrounds
(including multiethnic and racial backgrounds), immigration histories, economic statuses,
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genders, sexual orientations, religions, abilities, disabilities, and ages.
With essentializing such a heterogeneous group of people into a homogenous
category, there have been some benefits with regard to political issues. As Espiritu
(1 992) notes, some positives were achieved with regard to the promotion and
advancement of Asian panethnicity (i.e. Asian Americanness). These include fighting
racial discrimination, oppression, and unequal treatment. As Espiritu explains, ethnicity
was institutionalized as a result of the l 960's when Civil Rights · and succeeding minority
movements forced the government to redefine and expand the rights of minorities. More
specifically, after the early 1 970s when antidiscrimination legislation shifted focus from
equality of individual opportunities to the equitable distribution of group rights,
affirmative action programs became mandated by the government to ensure minority
representation in employment, public programs, and in education (Espiritu, 1 992).
Affirmative action programs were organized to meet group needs/interests, and as
Espiritu notes, the government bureaucracies were unable and unwilling to listen to a
number of individual voices, therefore diverse racial and ethnic groups were categorized
together under an "umbrella term" (p. 1 3) (i.e. blacks, Asian Americans, Hispanics, and
Native American) as single groups for the allocation of economic and political resources.
Espiritu (1 992) and Tuan (1999) affirm that the construction of Asian American
panethnicity was due to the political and social processes in the United States and not
from cultural bonds; that historically, it was members of the dominant society who used
their position and power to categorize others according to criteria most convenient for
them (Tuan, 1 999). To further the discussion on panethnicity, Espiritu (1 992) talks about
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how certain external factors helped to create alliances between diverse groups of people,
and that over time groups which were categorized together realize that they have
commonalities in experiences, thus forming alliances to promote and protect similar
interests. An example of this includes the response to anti-Asian violence. As Espiritu
reveals, Asian American subgroups are not typically recognized by American society, so
when an act of violence occurs, there is a "reactive solidarity" (p. 143}-unifying Asian
American groups across class, ethnicity, age, and politics and creating a pan-Asian
consciousness. Panethnicity for Asian Americans as Espiritu mentions, may be a sole
identity for some or part of many for others depending on their levels of ethnic identity.
For those individuals who are American born and American-educated, they may be more
receptive to pan-Asian ethnicity than their immigrant parents who may not yet have a
sense or feel a need of solidarity with other ethnic Asians. Although there is some
discrepancy between Espiritu ( 1 992) and Ancheta ( 1 998), Kondo (1 997) and Lott ( 1 998)
regarding the emergence of the label Asian American, many of the authors have not
discussed positive changes regarding issues of poverty, exploitation, and discrimination
due to the politicalness of the Asian American title.
With homogenizing and essentializing Asian Americans, there is a danger of
misrepresentation as well as underrepresentation. As Espiritu (1 992) and Lott (1 998)
note, Asian American identity is multiple and complex, and both of these factors cannot
be separated from the political. As Christian (2000), Fuss (1 989), Cavallaro (2001 ),
Gilligan ( 1 993) and Hall (2000) point out, identities are fluid, constantly changing, and
they are fractured. With homogenizing Asian American identities, the multiplicity,
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complexity, and political nature is often hidden. A negative example of essentializing is
stereotyping. Historically, Asians and especially Asian women have been stereotyped as
foreigners, enemies, exotic seductresses, and submissive, and these stereotypes have
transcended national boundaries. The most infamous case was the internment of
Japanese Americans during WWII.
· Essentializing Asian Americans also hides the multiplicity and complexness of
their identity. For example, Kim (2001 )� Lee (1999), and Lott ( 1998) note that there are
several levels of group identity which includes racial and ethnic identities. An example
of the multiplicity and complexness of Asian American identity, Lott (1998) discusses
five ethnic and two racial identities with the most basic ethnic identity as the
"self-contained" or "village mentality" (p. 92). Lott notes that this identity was present
among the newer immigrants to the United States with low socioeconomic backgrounds.
Associated with this level of identification, a person's family was integral to their
identity; it was that individual's "primary frame of reference" (p. 92). Lott attributes this
level of identity mainly to Southeast Asian refugees, and notes that at this level of
identity, there was a commonality among the people to include little or no connection
with an ethnic or national identity regarding their country of origin. Interestingly, these
individuals do not readily identify with an Asian and/or Pacific American category, but
rather a more regional or specific category of characteristics other people in the United
States may have such as linguistics or religious affiliations. An example Lott uses is that
of Filipinos who tend to identify more specifically as Tagalog, Ilocano, or Visayan before
identifying themselves as the ethnic group of Filipino.
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Lott ( 1 998) next discusses a second level of identity to be that of shared ethnic
group, ancestry, or country of origin. This type of identity was shared across
socioeconomic groups, despite length of residence in the United States, with the main
reason being to preserve an ethnic identity separate to that of the Asian and Pacific
American identity (Lott, 1998). Lott discusses that this preservation of an ethnic identity
was not to reject the panethnic Asian American identity, but to add on to this identity as
well as have a distinction about them separate from the panethnic group.
Another identity is bicultural identity. Within this level of identification, Lott
(1998) notes two types of bicultural identity. The first includes the identification of being
American with an Asian heritage. This is typically associated with those who were born
in Asia, but raised and educated in the United States. The second bicultural identity is
where an individual identifies as being "half and half' (p. 92). Typically associated with
this identity is the description of persons who grew up in Asia, but came to reside in the
United States for much of their adult life. Persons of this level of bicultural identity are
familiar with both Asian and American identities and cultures, and the communities in
which they live are a mixture of people who identify as either more Asian or more
American (Lott, 1 998).
The interethnic identity or pan-Asian (a collective term combining all Asian
ethnicities into the title pan-Asian) identity is another level of identity. As Lott ( 1998)
asserts, this identity is becoming more visible due to the interethnic unions within the
Asian American population. While this level of identity is new, Lott recognizes that it
has posed challenges within the Asian American ethnic communities to maintain distinct
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subgroups while at the same time, still trying to maintain the united Asian American
category.
Global identity is also a fairly new identity which transcends pan-Asian identity
(Lott, 1998). This identity is associated with having multilingual skills, residing in more
than one country, and having a higher rate of interethnic and interracial unions (Lott,
1 998).
Other types of identities among Asian Americans are multiracial/interracial and
transnational identities. Many biracial and multiracial Asian Americans were born in or
have spent much of their lives in the United States (Lott, 1 998). A common interracial
union of Asian Americans has been with that of Euro-Americans (whites) as well as an
emerging multiracial union of Asians with Hispanics, also known as mestizos (Lott,
1 998). Within this category of identities are also Amerasians; children who are born in
Asia of American military service men and come to the United States (Lott, 1 998; Fong,
1 998). The visibility of Amerasians was made prominent in the late 1 970s when
international attention was drawn to the difficulty American fathers were having trying to
bring their Asian children to the United States (Fong, 1998). This was further
impacted by the media coverage in Vietnam after the Vietnam War where biracial
children were begging on the streets for money and food (Fong, 1 998). Fong notes that
after the United States military left Saigon in 1 975, it was estimated that 30,000 to 50,000
Amerasian children were left behind.
As for transnational identities, this incorporates Asian Americans with Asians
who have immigrated from Asian countries. In this case, Asian Americans share with
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other Asians a "secondary ethnicity with their geographic and cultural origins distinct
from present birthplace and residence" (Lott, 1998, p. 99- 1 00). As Lott explains, "There
is a new group of people with ancestry in one society who migrate and exist over several
generations in another society" (p. 1 00). From here, the younger generations immigrate
to the United States, creating yet another Asian American meaning (Lott, 1998). An
example Lott uses to illustrate this phenomenon is,
... the number of Asians with Hispanic origins may include not only children of
Asian and Hispanic parents but the second- and third-generation of Asian
Panamanians who are establishing residence in the United States. That is, Asians
of secondary ethnicity migrate to the United States and join their Asian American
cousins, contributing to a new layer or tertiary ethnicity (p. 1 00).
Another phenomenon regarding transnational identity is, due to "rapid
global transportation and communication" (Lott, 1998, p. 1 00), Asian Americans are able
to travel and communicate regularly across the Pacific for business as well as leisure.
Much of the time, Asian Americans of transnational identity are bilingual, bi cultural, and
binational (Lott, 1 998).
With observing the various types of identities, Lott ( 1 998) notes that Asian
American identity is complex and encompasses all of the above levels of identity.
From this, one can begin to understand how identities are changing and fractured. To
provide an example of how identities are changing and fractured, Lott has an interesting
comment about identity, and more specifically Asian American identity. Lott states that
"A person may choose to identify one way over another in a given situation" (p. 92). As
Espiritu ( 1 992) states, "A person is a Japanese American or an Asian American
depending on the ethnic identities available to him or her in a particular situation" (p. 1 5).
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For example, if there is only one Asian American in a group, then the appropriate
identity is of a racial category, but if there is a gathering of different Asian Americans, an
ethnic group response would be more appropriate (Lott, 1 998).
As a caveat to the discussion regarding the racial identity of Asian Americans,
Lott (1 998) points out an increasingly popular concern regarding multiracial and biracial
identity. With the concept of identities being multiple and fractured, multiracial identities
are of concern to Asian Americans as well as other racial minorities. As the United
States government has essentialized categories of people for the purpose of collecting
numerical data for social and political reasons, those who are multiracial and biracial are
finding it problematic to identify themselves into specific categories (i.e.
Caucasian/white, Black, Asian or Pacific Islander, Alaskan or American Indian Native)
(Lott, 1 998). Questions that people of multi- and biracial backgrounds are asking the
government regarding the purpose of gathering social, political and economic information
include: "How do we define ourselves? How accurate are these data? and, What, if
anything, is going to be done about this?" Granted, the above questions are beyond the
scope of this review of literature and study, but they do raise valid points and are
intriguing.
To this point, Asian American identity has been discussed regarding its
sociohistorical construction and the politics· behind the Asian American title/label. I have
also briefly alluded to some positive and negative affects of essentializing Asian
Americans. The complexity and multiplicity of Asian Americans regarding race and
ethnicity has also been explored. Next, will be the discussion of how essentialism has
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been instrumental in how Asian American identity is contested.
As previously mentioned, there are many other factors which intersect with Asian
American identity. Factors such as gender, ability and disability, religion, economics and
sexual orientation all help to create individual identities as well as contribute to group
identities. When conceptualizing identities, it is imperative to incorporate all factors
which contribute to an identity of an individual, because without doing so, there is a
danger of essentializing people. As mentioned before, essentialism runs the risk of
underrepresenting or misrepresenting a certain group of people. While researching the
socioeconomic stratification of Asian Americans and more specifically Asian American
women for a class project during my graduate studies, I noted that Ancheta ( 1998),
Espiritu ( 1997), L. Fong ( 1997), T. Fong ( 1998) and Lee ( 1 989) note the heterogeneity
of Asian Americans very apparent. An example of essentializing Asian Americans that
these authors point out was the model minority myth.
Due to the politicizing of the Asian American in the 1 970s and 1 980s, the model
minority myth was spread by the media to the American public, and it was proclaimed
that Asian Americans were socially and economically successful. This stereotype of
Asian Americans essentialized them as being successful, when in actuality it only covered
up the poverty and inequalities experienced by Asian Americans (L. Fong, 1997). Kim
(200 1 ) also recognizes that not only has American society accepted the model minority
myth, but Asian Americans have also internalized this. There is a common belief that
Asian Americans have overcome all these obstacles of oppression, discrimination and
poverty, and that they have succeeded in finding a place for themselves in the American
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dream of meritocracy; however, this myth " .. .ignores both the significant psychological
cost of acculturation into a white racist society and the reality of continuing
discrimination against Asian Americans" (Kim, p. 69).
It is now possible to understand why Asian Americanness is contested by some.
As Espiritu ( 1992) (as cited in Lee, 1999) notes, "... categorization is intimately bound up
with power relations" (p. I 09). Thus, it is the dominant group in society which
categorizes the Other as Cavallero (2001) and Hall (2000) mention. Earlier it was
discussed that some Asian Americans may prefer to identify ethnically, and as also
discussed the United States as well as political activists in the l 960s coined the term
'Asian American,' thus making it inescapable to shed the dominant society's use of race
rather than ethnicity as a marker of identity (Lee, 1999). From this label or identity which
has been imposed upon people of Asian descent, certain assumptions and expectations are
made as to how Asians affiliate ethnically, how they act, and how they come to
understand their ethnic identities (Lee, 1999). By categorizing various ethnic groups and
identifying them in a single category such as Asian American, this becomes an imposed
form of identity. Lee (1 999) also discusses the frustration and confusion that immigrants
and refugees from various Asian countries have about being included in a pan.ethnic
group with people whom they view themselves as having little in common. · In closing,
with regard to why Asian American identity is contested, I think Ancheta ( 1998)
summarizes it best with, "[T]here are few social and economic characteristics which
apply to all or even most Asian Americans" (p. 1 3 1 ); therefore, it is possible to
understand why Asian Americanness is contested. After all, how appropriate is to impose
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an identity upon a group of people who are so diverse in race, ethnicities, ancestry,
religion?
Throughout this section, I have discussed the sociohistorical construction of Asian
American identity, both racially and ethnically, as well as the construction of the term
Asian American from both the political and cultural perspectives surrounding this term.
In this discussion, the multiplicity, complexity and political nature surrounding Asian
American identity was explained along with how it is fluid, �ver changing, and fractured;
this was demonstrated in the evolution of the term Asian American from being accepted,
rejected, and even contested. Through these explanations of t�e construction of Asian
American identity, as well as a label, it can be seen how Asian American identity has
become commonplace in American society. However, in recognizing its commonplace in
society, whether as a positive or negative, there is even more reason to contest it;
although there is power in numbers and voice, it is imperative that the individuality
among Asian Americans is not lost.
Asian American and Female Identity Development
Addressing the issue of how people become gendered in our society, and more
specifically focusing on women's identity and human development, Jordan ( 1 997) states
that "in the past decade, an important impetus for shifting to a different paradigm of 'the
self in developmental-clinical theory has come from feminist psychologists who have
been increasingly vocal and articulate about their dissatisfaction with existing models of
female development and the 'female self" (p. 1 3). Three women have been noted to be
the most influential in "challenging the existing conceptualizations of women's
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developt?ent and personal organization" by noting the "male (phallocentric) bias in
clinical-developmental theory" (Jordan, p. 1 3). These women are Jean Baker Miller,
Nancy Chodorow, and Carol Gilligan.
Miller (1976) was one of the first women to argue for a gender-based
developmental perspective, and as a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, she notes that the
development of a person's sense of identity is associated with their sense of being female
or male. The premise of Miller's (1 976) theory is based on the idea that women's sense
of self development is formed in a context of social connections with others where
building and maintaining relationships comprises her sense of self. According to Evans,
Forney, and DiBrito (1998), Miller "legitimized women's experience by couching the
relational aspects of women's lives in a positive psychological frame" (p. 188), but she
also notes paradoxically, women "keep a large part of themselves out of relationship"
(Gilligan, 1993, p. xxiv). Thus Miller's (1976) paradox is integral to a new way of
understanding the psychology of women. This new way of thinking therefore leads to a
powerful way of rethinking psychological suffering and trouble. With this, she calls for a
new psychological theory which challenges the patriarchal order of examining women 's
experiences where women and girls are seen and have a voice. Miller (1 976) states, "the
parameters of the female's development are not the same as the male's and that the same
terms do not apply" (p. 86).
Miller (1976) argues that no language in psychology could describe the structuring
of women's sense of self which is organized around making and maintaining affiliations
and relationships. Without a language to interpret the structuring of women's sense of
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self, psychologists were faced with a problem, the problem of not being able to
understand the experiences of women which was also "mirrored by the problem created
for women by the failure to represent their experience or by the distortion in its
representation" (Gilligan, 1993, p. 49). From this, the new order of examining women's
experiences in the plight of reconceptualizing gender, women questioned what they knew
from their personal experiences as true (Gilligan, 1 993). Furthermore, Miller (1 976)
theorizes that the questions raised by these women were about personal doubts which
affect their perceptions and willingness to take responsibility for their actions, not
philosophical speculations and/or reflections about the nature of reality and truth. In the
end, Miller ( 1 976) affirms that the issue of examining women's experiences is critical
during the years of adolescence when their thoughts become reflective, because it is
within their development that the problem of interpretation is evident.
It is here that Miller (1 976) embarks upon the issue of voice that Gilligan ( 1 993)
took up in her work which will be discussed further at a later time; however, Miller does
allude to the idea that women's gendered identity development is associated with having a
voice and connecting the self with that voice as the experience of self and the
understanding of morality change with the growth of reflective thought in adolescence.
Soon after Miller, in the late 1970s, feminist theorist Nancy Chodorow (1978)
presented her version of identification theory. She wanted to explain the tendency of why
females grow up to be the primary caretakers of children (Chodorow, 1978; Evans et al,
1 998; Gilligan, 1 993; Renzetti and Curran, 1 995). Chodorow (1 978) theorizes as boys
and girls grow older, they identify differently. Young girls develop their identity based
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on the close connection they have with their mothers and psychologically connecting to
others (Chodorow, 1 978). Thus, according to Chodorow's theory (as cited in Gilligan,
1993 ), the identity formation of females corresponds in the context of ongoing
relationships since "mothers tend to experience their daughters as more like� and
continuous with themselves," and as girls, identify with being female "experience
themselves as like their mothers," therefore, "fusing the experience of attachment with
the process of identity formation" (p. 8).
As for the identity development of boys, Chodorow (1978) and Gilligan
(1993) note that the identification for boys as being more difficult because they
psychologically detach from their mothers and model themselves after their fathers who,
paradoxically, are absent from the home much of the time. With the fathers being absent
from home, Chodorow states that boys have a tendency to become more emotionally
detached and repressed than girls; therefore, Chodorow's theory asserts that when a boy
psychologically separates from his mother, and in trying to identify himself, he learns to
act autonomously from others (Chodorow, 1 978; Gilligan, 1 993).
In addressing Chodorow' s question pertaining to identity development and why
females seem to have a tendency to grow up and become the primary caretakers of
children, Chodorow (1978) theorizes it was because of the close psychological
connection girls had with their mothers that they learned the abilities needed for
mothering. Furthermore, Chodorow (1978) indicates that, "feminine personality comes to
define itself in relation and connection to other people more than masculine personality
does" (p. 44). To add to this, Gilligan (1993) states that due to the early social
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environment differing for boys and girls and their experiences within this environment,
"basic sex differences recur in personality development" (p. 7). The sex differences that
recur in personality development that Gilligan is referring to in Chodorow' s theory
pertains to relationships and issues of dependency. From Chodorow's (1978) theory,
Gilligan ( 1993) points out that separation and individuation are critically tied to male
gender identity development because of the psychological detachment that takes place
from the mother in the development of masculinity. For females, however, the issues of
femininity and feminine identity is not related to the achievement of separation from the
mother or through individuation; femininity is defined through attachment (Gilligan,
1993 ). With the basis of Chodorow' s theory of identification being that young girls
develop their identification by connecting with others and boys develop their
identification through autonomy, she also asserts that girls' identities are threatened by
psychological separation and boys' identities are threatened by intimacy (Chodorow,
1978; Gilligan, 1993); therefore, "males tend to have difficulty with relationships, while
females tend to have problems with individuation" (Gilligan, p. 8).
From previous theorists such as Freud (193 1 ), Piaget (1932), Kohlberg
{ 1969), and Erikson (1968) who marginalized and gave little to no recognition to the
experiences of women, they still paved the way in the field of psychology by setting the
'norm' based from studies which predominately examined white male behaviors and
experiences. It was from these initial studies that future studies would be compared
(Gilligan, 1993; Goldberg, 2000), and Gilligan asserts that because these initial studies
found women's development to have failed due to the fact that a) women had not reached
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the separation/autonomous stage, or because b) these theorists could not determine how
females fit into their theory(-ies) such as Freud, this did not mean women had failed to
develop (Evans et al, 1 998; Gilligan, 1 993). Rather, these differences only made females
different than males, not deficient (Evans et al, 1 998, Gilligan, 1 993).
Gilligan studied with Lawrence Kohlberg and Erik Erikson at Harvard where, as a
graduate student, she "studied psychology in the time honored and unquestioned
patriarchal tradition" (Goldberg, 2000, p. 701 ). Goldberg (2000) cites that Gilligan felt "a
dissonance in the way her professors spoke about human experience; that it seemed flat to
her and off'' (p. 70 1). Between the years of 1 973 and 1 977, Gilligan found what seemed
to be missing in the works of psychology, the voices of women (Goldberg, 2000).
Historically, women have been unable or unwilling to express their feelings, and when
they did emphasize their expressions of relationships, and care over logic and justice, they
were considered to be morally inferior (Goldberg, 2000). Gilligan (as cited in Goldberg,
2000) also recognizes that these women also feared losing their important relationships
because their moral decisions were based on relationships and care over logic and justice
were not "highly respected rules of the patriarchal culture that enveloped them" (p. 20 1 ).
The works of Chodorow (1 978) and Miller (1 976) also helped Gilligan (1993) gain
further insight to the fact that women in contrast to men are different in how they interact
and hold relationships. Their work also provided a basis which Gilligan could draw upon
for her studies on moral development and moral reasoning. In Gilligan's studies of moral
development, she noted a difference in men's and women's moral reasoning and related
this to gender development. As mentioned previously, during the discussion of Jean
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Baker Miller's (1 976) theory of female development, the issue of voice came about with
regard to women and identification. Carol Gilligan's examination of female identity
development reveals that women define themselves in relational terms whereas men
define themselves in nonrelational terms.
To expand upon the discussion of female identity development and the issue of
voice, Gilligan (1 993), in the preface of her book, In a Different Voice, notes that she
finds the question of gender differences being biologically or socially constructed to be
problematic. She further points out that assuming gender differences are either
biologically or socially constructed, it is implied that women and men alike are "either
genetically determined or a product of socialization that there is no voice and without
voice, there is no possibility for resistance, for creativity, or for a change whose
wellsprings are psychological" (p. xix). Gilligan continues, and in referring to literary
writers Orwell and Arendt, she asserts that " ... by reducing psychology to sociology or
biology prepares for the kind of control which alarmed Orwell and Arendt regarding
fascism and totalitarian rule where there is a 'suffocation of voice "' (p. xix).
Through her work, Gilligan claims that human identity development is
based on moral development, and that humans have a predisposition for moral
orientations of justice and care which can be connected to the experiences of inequality
and attachment in relationships (Gilligan, 1 988). As Gilligan (1 988) purports, issues of
attachment and inequality are central themes to human development because they are
"embedded in the cycle of life" (p. 145), and they are universal in human experience due
to the relation of parent and child. Thus, becoming gendered is a continuous process that
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evolves as children grow and encounter experiences in their lives. Kimmel (2000) also
explains gender identity well in stating that gender identity is socially constructed,
meaning:
[T]hat our identities are a fluid assemblage of the meanings and behaviors that we
construct from the values, images, and prescriptions we find in the world around
us. Our gendered identities are both voluntary we choose to become who we are
and coerced we are pressured, forced and sanctioned, and often physically beaten
into submission to some rules. We neither make up the rules as we go along, nor
do we glide perfectly and effortlessly in to preassigned roles (p. 87).
Therefore, becoming gendered in our society also pertains to the connection or
detachment that adolescents experience in relationships, and gender identity development
for women takes form with greater strides when the female can "disentangle her voice
from the voices of others and find a language that represents her experience of
relationships and her sense of herself' (Gilligan, 1 993). Or, in other words, women's
identity development defined in the context of relationships is upon her finding voice in
the midst of other voices and her social connections with others. From this, a sense of
herself emerges (Gilligan, 1 988). It has been through Gilligan's work that the idea that
women and men are different thus arguing the experiences of gender development are
different as well (Kimmel, 2000).
As Gilligan ( 1 993) states, "Bringing the experiences of women and girls to full
light, although in one sense perfectly straight forward, becomes a radical endeavor.
Staying in connection, then, with women and girls in teaching, in research, in therapy, in
friendship, in motherhood, in the course of daily living is potentially revolutionary" (p.
xxvi). The works of Gilligan, Miller and Chodorow are important to note regarding
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human development theories, because as Jordan (1 997), Evans et al. (1 998), Goldberg
(2000), and Gilligan (1 993) all mention, human development theories have been based
on male subjects far too long, and they have been the only models of human development
used by theorists. Past human development theories have excluded women, to the point
that women have been portrayed as inferior and deficient according to these theories.
These patriarchal human development models have not been able to explain the
differences between men and women. As Gilligan ( 1 993) states:
[T]he disparity between women's experience and the representation of human
development, noted throughout the psychological literature, has generally been
seen to signify a problem in women's development. Instead, the failure of women
to fit existing models of human growth may point to a problem in the
representation, a limitation in the conception of human condition, an omission of
certain truths about life (p. 1 -2).
As Jordan ( 1 997) cites, "when men are studied, when men do the studying, and
when male values hold sway in the culture, one cannot expect any other outcome; the
'other' will always be defined in the terms of the subject, and differences will be
interpreted as deficiencies, especially in a hierarchical system" (p. 1 4). Thankfully,
feminist theorists such as Gilligan, Miller and Chodorow have made great contributions
to the field of psychology in the area of human and gender identity development. With
their work, a new door has been opened and new voices have been heard in a way which
has and will continue to impact the way other theorists and future researchers
conceptualize gender development and differences between men and women.
Although the works of Miller (1 976) and Chodorow (1 978) did not mention the
intersections of race and ethnicity in their discussion of gender development, Gilligan
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(1 993) did allude to the fact that her future studies on gender development will include
the voices of black, white, and Hispanic girls and women, but nowhere is there any
mention of women of Asian descent. In both Gilligan's ( 1 993) preface/letter to her
readers, as well as in her concluding remarks, she remarks:
Over the past two years, I have been a member of a group composed of eleven ·
women-five black, five white, and one Hispanic-to ask about our relationship to
the future by asking about our relationships with girls. Where are we as black,
white and Hispanic women in relation to black, white and Hispanic girls? How
can we create and maintain connections that cross the lines ofracial division and
in this way move toward breaking rather than perpetuating the cycle of racial
domination and violence? (p. xxv).
And,
Among the most pressing . items on the agenda for research on adult development
is the need to delineate in women's own terms the experience of their adult life.
My own work in that direction indications that the inclusion of women's
experience brings to developmental understanding a new perspective on
relationships that changes the basic constructs of interpretation (p. 1 73).
Furthermore, Gilligan ( 1 993) indicates that issues of attachment and inequality are central
themes to human development because they are "embedded in the cycle of life" (p. 145),
and they are universal in human experience because of the relation of parent and child.
When reading this, I was perplexed by her term universal, because I was not sure if she
was talking about universal in the sense of Western culture or if she was using the term
literally. In either case, Gilligan as well as Miller (1 976) and Chodorow (1 978) failed to
mention in their earlier works how gender development intersects with race and ethnicity
in American culture.
Gilligan's (1 988a, 1 988b, 1 993) Miller's ( 1 976), and Chodorow's (1 978) work can
assist with the conceptualiz.ation of Asian women's identity development by the mere fact
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that their work can provide a base upon which I can use as a reference during my research
study. As Gilligan (1 993) reveals, there are three basic assumptions central to her work,
and the first includes, what people say about their lives is significant, and the language
people use and "the connections they make reveal the word which they see and in which
they act" (p. 2). Therefore, listening to what women of Asian descent have to say about
their experiences and perceptions of race, gender and sport can help us to better
understanding of how they self-identify, as well as provide a basis for a new line of
theorizing identity development across racial lines. Gilligan, Miller and Chodorow' s
work has also provided a theoretical base which includes historical elements of the
marginalization of women, therefore helping them "find a voice" to express their
thoughts and providing a space which allows women to do this.
In Chodorow's (1978) theory of identification regarding young girls, she mentions
that they develop their identity based on the close connection they have with their
mothers, and psychologically connecting to others. Interestingly, this is similar to some
of the deep rooted history associated with women of Asian descent. As mentioned in the
history section of this review of literature, women of Asian descent first arrived in the
United States, their life was very demanding and they had little time for themselves or
friendships with other women (Ligutom-Kimura, 1 995). The only people that these
women could confide in were their daughters, so there was a close bond between the two
females. To further support this connection between mothers and daughters as well as
with other women, the roles of many Asian women were bound to Confucian family roles
where women were to serve their fathers in youth, husbands in marriage, and their sons in
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old age (Kumagai, 1978; Zia, 2000).
Other issues discussed in the historical section of this review of literature pertains
to the identity development of Asian women regarding cultural precepts and the fear of
dishonoring the self or family (Ligutom-Kimura, 1995; McCormick, 1 993 ). Experiences
of oppression and domination by the patriarchal family and the cultural construct where
these women were often discouraged by their family, as well as deeply
rooted/ingrained in culture, from participating or becoming involved in nontraditional
activities were also explored (Ligutom-Kimura, 1995; Chow, 1987). Finally,
encountering racial, economic, social and educational barriers and conforming to the
"Western norm," thus experiencing acculturation, and historically being racialized and
sexualized (i.e. laws enacted directed towards Asian women, stereotypes and ideologies
about Asian women) was discussed.
These historical events impact the identity development of women ofAsian
descent in innumerable ways. Although Asian women are a very heterogeneous group,
comprised of various ethnic/cultural heritages and national origins, they have been
categorized as "Asian" to refer to them more collectively, and they share a similar history
with regard to oppression and discrimination. Thus, this history which surrounds issues
of race and ethnicity intersects with gender, which in tum is connected to discussing
Asian women's identity development.
Lee (1 999) discusses· the concept that it is possible, children who either
immigrated to the United States or were born in the United States may experience
confusion and trauma in reconciling their two cultures. Another aspect of identity
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development is the issue of phenotypical associations. Asian Americans and people of
Asian descent may first learn about ethnic and racial differences by observing physical
characteristics and noticing a language difference (Lee, 1 999). Lee also mentions that
children begin to embrace the dominant culture's values when they face the struggle of
sorting out to which culture they belong. Experiences in school and with other children
of the dominant culture can impact how they view themselves. Lee states that Asian
Americans like other minority groups in the United States have been stereotyped by the
dominant groups, and these images range from Asians being high achievers, to the model
minority, or '�assimilable" (p. 1 1 4) foreigners. Along with the stereotyping, Asian
Americans have also been victimized by verbal and physical acts of violence which
equates to the reminder that Asian Americans are not considered by some to be equal to
white Americans.
In light of the racism and discrimination that Asian Americans experience, some
internalize the racism and reject their ethnic heritage and/or hate their phenotypical
characteristics, thus embracing the beauty ideal of whiteness (Lee, 1 999). On the other
hand, some Asian Americans respond to the racism and discrimination by becoming more
active in "asserting their ethnic and racial pride" (Lee, p. 1 14). As Lee discusses,
depending on the family's cultural structure (as well as the pressure children may or may
not experience from parents to maintain ethnic practices), the experiences of a child
regarding their ethnic and racial heritage, affect their identity development and how they
self-identify through their stages of life.
As for how Asian Americans identify themselves racially and ethnically, D.W. Sue,
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Mark, and D. Sue (1998) refers back to the original work of D.W. Sue and D. Sue in1 97 1 ,
and suggest that there are three types o f Asian Americans; each are characterized by how
they view themselves in relation to other Asians and those who are not Asian. D.W. Sue
et al. (1 998) state that the first type of Asian American is the traditionalist.
Traditionalists socialize primarily with their ethnic group and adhere strictly to the values
of the native culture. The traditionalist's homage is to their parents and their self-esteem
is based on their ability to increase the family status through educational and occupational
success.
The second type is the "marginal man" (D. W. Sue et al, 1 998, p. 295), who tends
to conform to the dominant culture and reject the native culture. Sometimes, they may
have unfavorable views toward their own ethnic group, and have hostility and conflict
over their physical and psychological self which could be manifested as "racial self
hatred" (p. 295) because of the concept that the physical and behavioral standards of the
dominant culture are considered the norm (D.W. Sue et al, 1 998). One's identity is also
existent in the self rather than the family, and marginal persons may deny the existence or
impact of racism (D.W. Sue et al, 1 998).
The last type is the Asian American who actively resists the racism and the
dominant society. These individuals work on trying to "reconcile their heritage with the
present situation" (D.W. Sue & D. Sue, 1 97 1 , as cited in Lee, 1 999, p. 1 1 2). According
to Lee (1 999), this framework presented by D.W. Sue and S. Sue ( 1 97 1 ) "attempted to
address the way that racism and conflict created by the differences between Asian
cultures and the dominant culture affect the identity of Asian Americans" (p. 1 12). Thus,
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as stated previously, the historical aspect of how Asian women are treated within their
families and the development of racialized fonns of oppression and discrimination have
an impact on the identity development of women.
In their own words, D. W. Sue et al. (1 998) state that the Asian American type is
"in a stage of self definition" (p. 295). In this stage, pride is developed and embraced "in
the fonnation of a new identity that incorporates certain ethnic and mainstream values
and sociopolitical elements" (p. 295), thus creating a_bicultural orientation. Those in this
stage may also challenge or transform certain values such as the "unquestioning
obedience" (p. 296), but also maintain a certain pride for other aspects of the Asian
culture (D.W. Sue et al., 1 998). A pan-Asian identification may also develop for those in
this stage. Other characteristics associated with this stage may include organizing and
elevating group esteem, partaking in political action to assist Asian American group
interests, and recognizing that there are problems such as racism (D.W. Sue et al., 1 998).
Another interesting way of how people of Asian descent identify is discussed by
D.W. Sue et al. (1 998) in referring to Kitano's (1989) work. D.W. Sue et al. recognize
Kitano' s work as different from their own in that he emphasizes the importance of
assimilation and ethnic identity. Briefly, Kitano ( 1989) defines assimilation to be the
process of acculturation and ethnicity to be the retention or maintaining of attitudes and
beliefs of the culture of origin (as cited in D.W. Sue et al., '1 998). There are four types of
Asian identity with the first being Type A; high assimilation and low ethnic identity. This
is associated with those who feel "Westernized," where there is little recognition of the
ethnic background, and those in "this category are basically Westerners with an 'Asian
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face "' (as cited in D.W. Sue et al., p. 297). Type B is high assimilation, high ethnic
identity where individuals may consider themself to be bicultural and comfortable with
both cultures (as cited in D.W. Sue et al., 1 998). Type C is a type of identity where there
is low assimilation and high ethnic identity. Recent immigrants and persons living in
ethnic communities where traditional ethnic values and traditions are maintained are
typically associated with this, and there is typically not much desire to assimilate (as cited
in D.W. Sue et al., 1 998). The last type that D.W. Sue et al. ( 1 998) cite of Kitano's
(1 989) typologies is Type D; low assimilation, low ethnic identity. These individuals
may feel as though they do not have a sense of belonging to either culture, and feel as
though they do not have support from both the dominant culture and their ethnic culture
(as cited in D.W. Sue et al., 1 998).
In another reading I found on Asian American identity development, Kim (200 1 )
presents a five stage model to explain the racial identity development of Asian
Americans. This model includes the stages of ethnic awareness, white identification,
awakening to social political consciousness, redirection to an Asian American
consciousness, and incorporation. Kim indicates these stages are sequential in nature;
however they are not linear nor automatic and that it is plausible that an Asian American
can be stuck within a certain stage and never move forward. Kim further expresses that
Asian Americans move on the following stages in their racial identity development based
on their social environment, and that "various factors in this environment determine both
the length and the quality of experience in each stage" (p. 72).
The first stage is ethnic awareness. This is where one's ethnicity becomes

63
apparent through family interactions, and those who live in a predominately Asian
community and have more exposure to ethnic activities. Because of this, they are more
knowledgeable or in touch with their cultural heritage versus those who live in
predominately white neighborhoods and may have more neutral feeling about their ethnic
membership (Kim, 200 1 ). In this stage, Kim also states that those who have more
exposure to Asian ethnic experience have a "positive self-concept and clearer ego
identity" (p. 73) while the others who have less exposure may have a "neutral self
concept and confused ego identity" (p. 73 ). Typically this stage lasts while children are
young, in a social environment of parents and family, but changes when they start school.
Stage two is white identification with two noted variations as to how this is
experienced (i.e active or passive). This stages begins where there is a strong sense of
difference from that of their peers. The sense of difference is sometimes experienced
through· hurtful encounters such as name calling or having people make fun of
individuals. In many instances, the tendency is toward trying to "fit in rather than stick
out'' (Kim, 2001 , p. 74), to avoid further public embarrassment. Over time, Asian
Americans can internalize the "white societal values and standards and see themselves
through the eyes of white society, especially regarding standards of physical beauty and
attractiveness" (Kim, 200 1 , p. 74).
Kim (2001 ) asserts that the signifying mark of stage two in her model is the
alienation· from self and other Asian Americans. Feelings of social isolation from their
white peers is not uncommon as well as having minimal closeness or friendships with
them. Instead, some Asian Americans will become involved in formal organizations at
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school or excel academically (Kim, 200 1 ). This stage is also marked by pain in that
one's self concept may change from positive to neutral or negative.
Within white identification, there are active and passive ways of experiencing this
stage. Kim (2001) purports that Asian Americans who grow up and are mostly
surrounded by white environments may experience active white identification where they
"repress negative feelings and experiences associated with their Asianness" (p. 75). By
actively identifying with white people, many Asian Americans will consider themselves
to be similar to whites and not acknowledge any differences between themselves and
whites (Kim, 2001). Often times, they may also not want to be viewed as an Asian
person, thereby doing anything they can to minimize their Asianness.
Passive white identification involves having a positive self-concept in the first
stage of ethnic awareness where they also grow up in a predominately Asian community
or neighborhood (Kim, 2001). Typically they will experience white identification later in
life, possibly in junior high, and Asian Americans who experience passive white
identification do not consider themselves to be white. There is not the feeling that they
have to distance themselves from other Asians, but they may experience times of "wishful
thinking and fantasizing about being-white" (Kim, p. 75). Even those who experience
passive white identification tend to reference values, beliefs and standards of whites as
the norm. In addition, Kim mentions that first generation Asian Americans who arrive as
adults in the United States are most likely to experience the white identification stage
passively even if they reside in a predominately white neighborhood.
Regardless of whether one experiences white identification actively or passively,
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Kim (200 1 ) states that this stage is significant in that "negative attitudes and evaluations
of self as Americans of Asian ancestry, includes behaviors that reflect turning one's back
on other Asian Americans and on other minorities" (p. 76). Furthermore, those who are
in this stage have a tendency to "personalize their experiences and are not conscious of
social injustice or racism" (Kim, p. 76), and are more likely to say that there is no racism
and that they have not experienced discrimination. Again, this stage is about trying to fit
in, to be treated like a white person, and pass for a white person, and Kim cites, "As long
as Asian Americans believe they can be fully assimilated into white society, they remain
in this stage of white identification" (Kim, p. 76).
The third stage is awakening to social political consciousness where Asian
Americans " ...realize that they are not personally responsible for their situation and
experiences with racism" (Kim, 200 1 , p. 76), and they work at trying to transform their
self image. In doing this, "Asian Americans must acknowledge white racism and develop
a resistance to being subordinated if they are to move out of the white identification
stage" (Kim, p. 77). The third stage also involves finding support systems and a new
paradigm of reinterpreting their negative past experiences as well as take ownership of
their identities in spite of the "societal illness called racism" (Kim, p. 78). Asian
Americans realize that in this stage, they will never be accepted by the dominant society
as long as there is racism. They may also no longer feel as though they are inferior to
whites or that they want to aspire to be white (i.e. they do not want to be like those who
are white). There is also no longer a sense of blaming themselves for the discrimination
and racial prejudice they encounter, and there is more of a tendency to identify with other
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minorities (Kim, 2001 ).
Stage four is redirection to an Asian American consciousness (Kim, 2001 ). In
stage three, there was a movement from identifying with whites to identifying with
minorities, and now there is the shift from identifying with minorities to identifying with
Asian Americans. Due to feeling secure enough in themselves, having support and
encouragement from family and friends, Asian Americans begin to examine their own
experiences as well as learning and observing other political movements. The
significance of this stage is that there "is an immersion in the Asian American
experience" (Kim, p. 79), and in this immersion, they realize that although they have
some knowledge regarding Asian cultural heritage, they do not really know about the
Asian American experience. In learning about the Asian American experiences, they may
experience a sense of outrage and/or anger toward the dominant white society because of
the racism directed at Asians (Kim, 2001 ). Eventually these emotions pass to where they
are able to 'realistically appraise' both themselves and other Asian Americans to
determine ''what parts of themselves are Asian and what parts are American" (Kim, p.
79). Other aspects associated with the fourth stage include an identity of knowing they
belong in the United States, clearly understanding the politicalness of what it means to be
Asian American in society, and finally having racial pride, and a positive self-concept of
being American of Asian descent/heritage (Kim, 2001 ).
The final stage of Kim's (2001 ) Asian American identity development model is
where one has confidence in their Asian American identity. Because of this confidence,
Asian Americans are able to relate to other groups of people without "losing their own
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identity as Asian Americans" (Kirn, p. 80). A sense of resolving their racial identity
conflict passes and Asian Americans no longer feel as though they have to exclusively be
with other Asian Americans, and they can recognize that "while racial identity is
important, it is not the only social identity of importance to them" (Kim, p. 80). Finally,
the significance of this stage is that Asian Americans can "blend their racial identity in
with the rest of their social identities" (Kim, p. 80).
A final article I found pertaining to Asian identity, explores how
multigenerational Asian Americans (referred to as Asian ethnics by the researcher) deal
with "questions of ethnic and cultural authenticity" (Tuan, 1 999, p. 1 05), such as "not
being Asian enough" or "not being American enough" (p. 1 05-1 06). Tuan (1 999) and a
team of interviewers interviewed ninety-five third, fourth, and fifth generation Chinese
and Japanese ethnics living in northern and southern California. In this study, Asian
ethnics address how non-Asians expect them to have closer ties to their ethnic heritage
than to American culture, while · at the same time realizing that there is a difference
between them (i.e. Asian ethnics) and Asian immigrants (Tuan, I 999).
On the flip side, Asian ethnics also "face resistance to being seen as 'real'
Americans" (Tuan, 1 999, p. 1 06), and they struggle with trying to be recognized as
"authentically American with legitimate places in society" (Tuan, p. 1 06). Tuan (1 999)
cites that the internment of over 1 10,000 Japanese Americans (with two-thirds being
American born) during World War Two is an example of how there is a disregard and
''blurring" (p. 1 06) of national and ethnic identities. Another aspect Tuan puts forth is
that the continuous influx of Asian immigrants to the United States reinforces the notion
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that all Asians are foreigners, thus Asian ethnics have and continue to resist stereotypical
labels which others impose on them.
Tuan ( 1 999) wanted to explore the "authenticity dilemma" with which Asian
ethnics are confronted. The authenticity dilemma to which she refers, is how Asian
ethnics "negotiate a social terrain where others define them as neither real Americans nor
real Asians" (p. 1 06). The findings of Tuan's research reveals that how Asian ethnics
identify is not necessarily a "private affair" (p. 1 08) as it is for whites, because Asian
ethnics are pressured to identify in terms of race or ethnicity since these continue to be
"salient markers to others" (p. 1 08). As Tuan cites, some Asian ethnics think of
themselves more as part of a general group where they embrace the pan-ethnic label to
identity themselves. An example of this which Tuan provides is how some Asian ethnics
identify more along racial lines versus ethnic differences. As one of Tuan' s interviewees
reveals, she is half Japanese, half Chinese, and all American, therefore, identifying along
racial lines as Asian American takes the burden away of having to explain her mixed
ancestry.
Another interviewee of Tuan' s ( 1 999) study, Tony, states that he identifies as
being American Asian because he wants to place the emphasis on his patriotism to the
United States as he is a veteran soldier himself and the son of a career soldier. Tony in
stating that he views himself as being American believes that even if he chose to solely
identify as American, he believes that "'they' presumably white Americans would not
legitimate his choice" (Tuan, p. 1 09). This is further supported when another interviewee
states that "I don't think I can be just American, just for the fact that I look different from

69
the typical American, white" (Tuan, p. 1 09). Another example of this is when the "Ethnic
Game" is played (Tuan, p. 1 1 6). As Tuan recognizes, most Asian ethnics have been
asked the question, "Where are you from?," and if a localized answer follows, the next
question is usually, ''No, where are you really from?," thus not accepting an answer
pertaining to somewhere in the United States even if they are fourth or fifth generation
Asian ethnics who solely identify more with the American culture.
Another topic which emerged from Tuan's (1999) study was the "realization of
difference" (p. 1 1 0). As one interviewee states in her opinion, there is a double standard;
''white ethnics are free to discard their ethnic links and merge with the American
mainstream after the first generation" (Tuan, p. 1 1 0), but Asian ethnics have not been
allowed to because "whiteness, once again, is equated with being American and
Asianness is not" (p. 1 1 1 ). An example of this is in the following passage stated by an
interviewee in Tuan's study:
No one ever asks a Polish American after the first generation why they don't
speak Polish or are they ashamed of being Polish because they don't speak Polish.
But (they will say) that you're ashamed of being Chinese, or you don't understand
Chinese culture because you don't speak Chinese. But no one ever asks that of
anybody else. I mean if your grandparents speak French, and you still cook coq au
vin, but no one ever demands that you also know how to speak French. And no
one ever asks you, where did you come from (p. 1 1 0).
Tuan is also quick to assert that many other interviewees felt the same way as the
interviewee equoted above. Often due to the experiences of prejudice, discrimination,
and stereotyping, many Asian ethnics feel as though the public is "unable or unwilling" to
distinguish the difference between Asian immigrants and Asian ethnics (Tuan, 1 999).
Along with the realization of difference, many interviewees talked about their
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racial distinctiveness as being an identity which others notice first. As Tuan ( 1 999) puts
forth, one' s racial distinctiveness triggers a stereotype that assumes one must be from
another place since Asian is not equated with being from the United States.
A similar stereotype that other Asian ethnics experience is the assumption that
they speak excellent and/or fluent Japanese or Chinese, and then the surprise people have
when they realize the fluency of English with which they speak. Other experiences
include an invasion of privacy and resentment of arrogance. As Marilyn, one of Tuan' s
( 1 999) interviewees asserts, she "resents the arrogance these men display in assuming
they are welcome to approach her" (p. 1 1 2), and that the "popular racialized and gendered
stereotypes such as the ' Suzie Wong' character portraying Asian women as subservient,
acquiescent, sensual, and exotic have encouraged white men in particular to view her as
an object for their entertainment" (p. 1 1 3). Another way in which Asian ethnics feel
marginalized pertains to the stares, comments, and threats they received from those who
perceive them as strangers, foreigners, and/or intruders (Tuan, 1 999). Half of the
interviewees commented on how they have had feelings of being out of place or suddenly
being aware of their racial background during a stop somewhere, especially when
traveling or visiting unfamiliar places; and, even around places with which they are
familiar (Tuan, 1 999).
Asian ethnics also face not being Asian enough. As Tuan ( 1 999) points· out, "As
if being deemed inauthentically American wasn't enough, Asian ethnics must also
contend with not being seen as Chinese or Japanese enough" (p. 1 1 5). Asians are
expected by others to "be ethnic" (Tuan, p. 1 1 5) regardless of similar degrees or levels of
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acculturation, and that they are expected to also identify ethically as Chinese or Japanese,
or racially as Asian (Tuan, 1 999). Along with this, Tuan mentions they are also expected
to be knowledgeable about "Chinese or Japanese 'things"' (p. 1 1 5), and when they are
not, they face expressions of dissatisfaction from others. Asian ethnics also feel as
though this occurs from Asian immigrants who view Asian ethnics as being "too
American" (Tuan, p. 1 1 5). Tuan (1 999) asserts that the Asian ethnic interviewees are
well aware of the differences between them and foreign born/immigrant Asians (i.e.
clothing styles, accent, culture, values, beliefs, lifestyles) just as they are aware that
foreign born/immigrant Asians see them as" less culturally authentic" (p. 1 16).
To summarize Tuan's (1999) study, this is an example of how some Asian
Americans (i.e. Asian ethnics) experience ethnicity and/or view their ethnic heritage. It is
unfortuante that there is such a struggle of defining one's identity based on individual
beliefs/rationalizations and the expectations and perceptions of others. Tuan' s study is
very informative, providing insight about a group of Americans who have historically
been marginalized from the sociohistorical aspects of American culture and society. Not
only does Tuan provide a sound theoretical as well as interesting discussion as to how
Asian Americans experience their ethnicity(-ies), she also provides a forum for the
interviewees' voices to be heard.
As mentioned earlier, the works of Chodorow (1978) Gilligan (1 982, 1 988a,
1 988b, 1 993), and Miller ( 1 976) as well as Kim (2001 ), Kitano (1989) (as cited in D.W.
Sue et al), D.W. Sue et al. ( 1 998), artd Tuan (1 999) provide a base from which I can begin
to theorize the identity development of Asian women living in the United States. It is
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apparent that much of what Chodorow, Gilligan, and Miller have theorized may cross the
racial and ethnic divide to some extent, with that of Asian women in American society.
For example, as Chodorow' s theory of female identity development and the connection
between the mother and daughter, it seems as though this could parallel with the
historical relationship between Asian mothers and daughters. As Asian women were
often isolated from their families due to the distance across the ocean, the language
barrier, and not having the time to create friendships with other women, daughters often
found relationships with their mothers. Thus Chodorow' s theory of identity development
may provide an explanation as to how gender identity is created and transcended through
relationships in the context of ongoing relationships.
As feminist gender development theories illustrate, women's voices have been
historically silenced or ignored in human development theories, or these theories show
them to be inferior to men, when women could not be explained through these theories.
As Miller ( 1 976) shows through her studies, a different language is needed to understand
how women structure their sense of self around making and maintaining relationships and
affiliations, and that female development is different than that of males. For some Asian
women, this is evident in the mere cultural construction of gender differences due to the
role expectations of men and women (i.e. Asian women who are raised in a family that
still values parts of the Confucius beliefs where their relationships and gender identity
may be based on serving the men in their life). However, due to the intersection of race
and gender, other Asian women who are not bound to a particular Asian ancestral
heritage, but recognize and associate more with the American culture, may conceptualize
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their sense of self differently and view relationships differently. If this is the case, then
her sense of identity may vary from someone who is bound to Asian ethnic culture or a
woman of a different race. In any case, women's voices must be represented accurately
and represented in a way which does not distort their experiences, and in a language
which conveys how women structure their sense of self.
As Gilligan ( 1 993) asserts, gender identity development is a continuous process
which begins in childhood, but develops through adulthood." ·women develop their
identity based on their relationships with others and the ·experiences they encounter; and,
in doing so, find a voice and a sense of self. If what ·Gilligan ·asserts is credible, that
identity is based on the relationships women have with others, then this may explain why
recently we have begun to hear the voices of Asian women addressing issues of
oppression and discrimination. To expand on the idea and possibility of why Asian
women's voices are becoming more prevalent in recent years, Kaplan (1 997) states that:
In an empathically grounded relational process, difference becomes a source of
enlargement if each person can expand the boundaries of her experiences and if
each can speak where she might otherwise have been silenced by shame or
uncertainty. In a Western culture which, despite many changes, still operates in
hierarchies of power and control, one may well hesitate to engage with full
honesty, or reveal aspects of oneself that may not coincide with the experience of
the other. It is hard to openly and honestly engage if one has been taught to fear
or dismiss the other (p. 3 5).
[ ... ]

Women, whom the prevailing culture marginalizes or oppresses, may need to
suppress feelings or inhibit reactions to others, because of potential· shame or
alienation. They may also have internalized racism, sexism, or homophobia,
thereby doubting the truth of their own perceptions, or feeling responsible for
relational breeches (p. 35).
In referring to what Kaplan ( 1997) states, it is evident that the works of Gilligan ( 1988a,
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1988b, 1 993) and Miller (1 976) have shown a connection as to why women's voices and
experiences in general have not been present in human development theories, as well as
why it is possible that more recently the voices of Asian women are being heard. Until
recently, the voices of Asian women have been marginalized from central issues
regarding the women's movement, race relations issues, and research studies (Cho, 1995;
Chow, 1987; Fong, 1 997; Ng, 1 998; Takaki, 1995). It is possible that through their
encounters and experiences over the years, Asian women have come to realize the power
of voice; thus the more recent emergence of literature pertaining to Asian and Asian
American women. No longer are Asian women silent about who they are and what they
represent. It is from this voice and the advancement of gender development theories that
we can begin to conceptualize Asian women's identity development and progress forward
into a new understanding of one another. However, it is also important to remember that
before we can truly understand Asian women's identity development, there must be a
starting point in human development theories which also include the intersections of race
and ethnicity for women.
In conclusion to this section, Kaplan ( 1997) refers to Keller ( 1 985) who states,
"acknowledged difference between self and other can create the opportunity for a deeper
knowledge of self and other and a deeper sense of the capacity for growth through
connection" (p. 34). Building toward the connection, women need to speak for
themselves and from their own realities (Kaplan, 1997). Moving toward a mutual
connection and mutual enrichment, opportunities will arise which can evolve, change,
and create an understanding of one another in terms of the particular contexts that each
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brings· to an encounter (Kaplan, 1 997); thus, "through their shared engagement, each
comes to feel more connected to the other, more able to appreciate and value the other's
frame, more open to exposure and risk, and more motivated towards continued
engagement" (p. 3 5).
And finally, the identity development theories pertaining to Asian Americans
regarding race and ethnicity by Kim (200 1 ), Kitano (1 989) (as cited in D.W. Sue et al.,
1 998), and Tuan (1 999) can provide a basis to understanding how women of Asian decent
identify racially and ethnically. Tuan' s (1 999) study provides both voices of women and
men of Asian descent regarding their experiences and views on their ethnicity, and
although the theories put forth by D.W. Sue, Kitano, and Kim were not specific to gender,
they had the commonality of how people may experience race and ethnicity, thus
providing the base needed for this study.
Both female identity development and Asian American identity theories have been
discussed, but nowhere is there a discussion on Asian American female identity
development. While conducting a review of literature for the theoretical discussion of
identity, I found it problematic that although Kaplan(l 997) recognizes the need to include
the voices of women who have been marginalized in female identity theory, there were
not any studies which included them. Prominent feminist theorists in the area of female
identity development, Miller (1 976), Gilligan (I 993) and Chodorow's (1 978), all based
their female identity development theories on Caucasian women. Thus, there appears to
be a gap between gender and racial identity development theories, which both Kaplan and
Gilligan ( 1 993) recognize. Therefore, it is through this study that I hope to begin the
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process of bridging the gap between female identity development and Asian American
identity development theories through the co-participants' voices of experience.
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CHAPTER 3
Theoretical Discussion Of Asian women, American Sport,
Gender, Race & Sport

Asian women and American sport
To this point, the history and identity development of Asian American women and
women of Asian descent have been discussed. Next, a review of literature pertaining to
women of Asian descent in American sport and/or physical activity is examined. In this
section, a general and brief review of literature pertaining to gender, race and sport, is
explored along with why it is imperative to include women of different racial and ethnic
backgrounds in the study of sport. However, as a caveat to this discussion, it is important
to note that there is a vast amount of literature pertaining to both gender and race in sport,
but there are minimal amounts which include women of Asian descent. Much of the
literature pertaining to race and sport is centralized around issues of blacks and whites
which I will discuss later. As for the literature pertaining to women in sport, much of this
literature has been written from a feminist perspective which does not include how race
and ethnicity intersect with gender (Birrell, 1 990; Smith, 1 992); therefore it is
complicated to draw conclusions and apply them to women of Asian descent. However,
it is necessary to review the literature on gender and sport since this study pertains to
women in sport. A review of this literature will provide insight into understanding
perceptions and experiences of sport and physical activity by women of Asian descent.
Following the discussion on race, gender and sport, the literature found pertaining to
women of Asian descent and sport is explored, and, lastly, a brief review of literature is
conducted regarding identity and sport.
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Gender, Race, and Sport
Sport has been around for centuries and only recently has it begun to be theorized
and taken seriously as a legitimate field of study (Birrell, 1 990; Coakly, 200 1 ). Sport has
been an integral part of American society for fun, leisure and competition, but some
theorists also say that sport has been used as a resource in an attempt to dominate others
(MacClancy, 1 996) as well as continue oppression, discrimination, racism and sexism.
As Birrell ( 1 990) points out, it has become more apparent that sport as an institution is a
site for reproducing relations of privilege, oppression, dominance and subordination
structured along the lines of gender, race and class.
Other discussions surrounding sport also includes issues of how race, class,
gender, religion, sexuality, economics, media, politics, and hegemony all intersect with
one another as well as with sport. Messner (1 994) illustrates in his piece entitled, "Sports

and Male Domination: The Female Athlete as Contested Ideological Terrain" that the
women' s movement with regard to sport is representative of a crusade for equality by
women to control their own bodies and self-definition; "to challenge the ideological basis
of male domination" (p. 66). Eitzen and Sage (2003) also discuss various intersections of
sport which include children, societal values, interscholastic sport (i.e. problems,
dilemmas, and controversies such as cheating, reinforcement of gender roles, excessive
pressure to win, elitism), societal problems (i.e. violence, substance abuse, gambling, and
eating disorders/body image issues), as well as social stratification and social mobility
through sport. Thus the discussion of gender, race, and sport is even more complex than
it appears. In an attempt to simplify the discussion of race, gender and sport, for the
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purpose of this study, it is not my intent to exclude these other aspects which intersect
with sport, but to specifically focus on the areas of gender and race with regard to women,
and especially Asian women in sport.
Historically, Sage ( 1 998) cites that sport was an activity for men that served two
main purposes: a) recreation, and b) as "an antidote for anxieties about effiminacy" (p.
65). With sport, one had to display strength, aggressiveness and courage, typical
characteristics associated with masculinity and opposite of those regarding femininity
(Sage, 1998). Thus, through sport, 'manliness' was developed, reaffirmed and
reproduced to help define male sexuality and female sexuality as well as maintaining
patriarchal gender relations (Crossett, 1 990; Sage, 1 998).
As mentioned previously, understanding gender and how it intersects with sport is
critical to understanding sport and relations within sport. Along with the discourse on
gender, is the discussion of masculinity and femininity; how each is learned, what is
perceived as gender appropriate behavior, and the ongoing discussion of how women in
sport challenge the hegemonic ideals of masculinity in sport. Krane (2001 ), Sage (1 998),
Whitson, ( 1 994), Hall ( 1 990), and Snyder & Spreitzer (1983) all recognize that gender is
socially and historically constructed, and that gender must be discussed within sport. As
Whitson ( 1 994) notes, boys and girls are taught at an early age about masculinity and
femininity as well as characteristics associated with each. For many years, girls have
been taught "characteristics of hegemonic femininity" (Krane, 2001 , p. 1 1 7) which
includes being gentle,- compassionate, emotional, maternal, passive and dependent, while
boys are taught "hegemonic masculinity" (p. 1 1 7) which includes strength, independence,
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being competitive, confident, and assertive. It has been through various social
interactions (e.g. family, school, friends) and cultural practice (e.g. media, art, music) that
gender ideology has been taught and enforced (Sage, 1998).
Historically, sport has been dominated by males (Sage, 1 998; Snyder & Spreitzer,
1983), and the idea of masculinity associated with sport has been extensively discussed
by Crosset ( 1990), Messner & Sabo (1990). Messner (1994), and Whitson ( 1990). Sage
( 1998) notes that:
Gender differentiation in the United States has been powerfully constructed
through sport and the culture of sport. Moreover, organized sport has been a
powerful cultural arena for reinforcing the ideology and actuality of male
superiority and dominance; its traditions, symbols, and values have tended to
preserve patriarchy and women's subordinate position in society (p. 64).
For many years, sport has been considered socially acceptable for males because of its
physicalness (i.e power, assertion, competition) and the physical requirements of
participating in sport (i.e physical strength, body mass or muscularity), whereas for
females, sport has not been socially acceptable (Krane, 200 I). With feminine
characteristics being considered "natural female attributes" (i.e. grace and agility) (Lovell,
199 1, p. 60), this has placed certain limitations on the sports in which women participate,
thus the idea of "female sports" (p. 60). Lovell ( 1 991) discusses the concept of female
sports to often include non-contact sports, which is supposed to be reflective of a lack of
aggression.
Another aspect surrounding females in sport pertains to transcending concepts of
femininity. Females were expected to conduct themselves in a "feminine manner"
(Krane, 200 l, p. 117) and if their behavior crossed gender roles, they would be
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marginalized and scrutinized, or considered freakish and unnatural (Krane, 200 1 ; Lovell,
1 99 1 ). As Krane (200 1 ) discusses, women in sport have encountered various situations
which have questioned their identity as women due to the historical and social
construction of femininity. Krane (2001 ) points out that femininity and athleticism have
been thought to be contradictory, therefore many wo�en have felt the need to display a
balance of being feminine yet athletic. Examples of this include "balancing the
perceptions of masculine athleticism with feminine appearance" (Krane, 200 1 , p. 1 16).
This means the woman can show her strength and athleticism, but must maintain an
acceptable feminine quality about herself. As Krane (2001 ) later notes, perceptions of
heterosexuality and femininity are the basis for how female athletes are defined. Many
times an assumption or judgement of goodness or badness, acceptance or nonacceptance
is based on how a female in sport is perceived (i.e masculine or feminine, heterosexual or
homosexual), and typically, if a female athlete is perceived as being feminine, she is
perceived as nonnal and/or acceptable (Krane, 2001 ).
Even with acceptance in sport, female athletes still encounter beliefs regarding
how much "muscularity and athletic prowess" is socially acceptable (Krane, 200 1 , p.
1 16). This brings us back to the idea of hegemonic femininity, and the ideas surrounding
femininity and sport. As Krane (200 1 ) points out, if a female possesses excessive
musculature, she is considered to be masculine which is socially unacceptable, and this
also provides an opening for being labeled as lesbian. Along with being socially
accepted, female athletes are often caught in between trying to demonstrate their strength
mentally and physically yet also portraying an image of femininity, and paradoxically,
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their involvement in sport is not taken seriously (Krane, 200 1 ). Instead, women are
"sexualized, trivialized and devalued" as athletes (Krane, p. 1 22). For female athletes, it
is a vicious circle of trying to gain social acceptance as athletes, while at the same time
trying to appease society's heterosexist norm of how women ought to be.
To challenge hegemonic femininity means to challenge the social norms
associated with femininity. There is a need for women to be empowered, to make their
own decisions regarding how to look, act, and define their own ideal of the female body
(Krane, 200 1 ). This also involves creating new perceptions of women in sport. This
empowerment can begin with the mere act of participating in sport or physical activity
and it can continue through developing a sense of mastery with regard to improving and
refining physical skills, and developing powerful motions and having a sense of control
and self awareness. Sport can also facilitate a sense of community and transcend the
boundaries where stereotypes about women in sport are negated (Krane, 200 1 ).
Discussing race, gender and sport, Smith ( 1992) cites the work of other
researchers who agree that this area of research needs to be expanded upon. She also
acknowledges the fact that the discourse on race has traditionally centered on black males
and gender studies have focused on females. However, I would like to add that much of
the theorizing about females in sport seems to revolve around white and black females,
excluding other women of color, their histories and experiences. Birrell (1990) and
Smith ( 1992) also note this in their works. Smith (1992) states that "traditional feminist
theory has focused on middle-class Anglo women" (p. 232), and that it has not been used
in a broad sense to interpret the experiences of women of color. It is imperative to
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understand that not all experiences of multicultural women in American society and sport
are similar, because there are multiple perspectives and various social realities (Smith,
1 992). As mentioned earlier in this review of literature, I discussed how women of Asian
descent have been marginalized in American society. Smith also expresses that women
of color have been silenced over the years by being "suppressed, excluded, and
misrepresented at every level of social interaction" (p. 229), thus being marginalized in
society and sport by the dominant culture.
Of the literature I found pertaining to gender, race and sport, it either excludes
women of color beyond the black/white dichotomy or marginalizes women in general. In
Leonard's (1 980) book, A Sociological Perspective ofSport, he discusses racist ideology
and prejudice in sport, but attributes race to issues of black and white, as the case with
Eitzen and Yetman (1 982), and Leonard (1 998). In a book by Snyder & Spreitzer (1 983),
the discussion of race and gender revolves around black male athletes and white women
without any mention of minority women.
In the book titled, The Sporting Woman by Boutilier and SanGiovanni (1 983) the
discussion of women, race and sports centers primarily around white and black women.
However, Hispanic women are referred to a few times, and the mention of Asians was
termed "Oriental" when referencing the number of Asian women participating in the
Association for Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW) affiliated institutions in
1 979 (Boutilier and SanGiovanni, 1 983, p. 1 75). The book, Sport, Power and Culture, by
Hargreaves ( 1 986), which mainly address sport in Britain has very little pertaining to race
and ethnicity beyond black and white; however, [below] Hargreaves notes that Asians are
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"despised and attacked because they are perceived as weak and passive" (p. 1 08).
Within the book Women, Sport, and Culture, edited by Birrell and Cole ( 1 994),
there is no mention of Asian women nor how theoretically issues of gender, race, media,
politics of sexuality, and women in sport intersect and/or impact women of Asian
descent. However, it isn't as though Birrell ( 1 990) does not acknowledge that other
female racial minorities have been excluded from research pertaining to sport. In her
piece, Women of Color, Critical Autobiography, and Sport, Birrell discusses the need for
feminist studies to include race and gender together and not as separate entities as well as
examine racial relation theories and strategies that may widen theoretical frameworks for
"theorizing difference within the field of gender relations and sport" (p. 1 86). As Birrell
(1 990) further states:
[I]f we are to understand gender and racial relations in sport, particularly as they
relate to women of color, we cannot remain in our old theoretical homes, for we
have seen how that approach has limited us. Instead we need to increase our
awareness of issues in the lives of women of color as they themselves articulate
these issues (p. 1 95).
In Sage's (1 998) book, Power and Ideology in American Sport, the chapter on
racial inequality in sport focuses on African Americans because:
[F]irst, it is the largest minority population; second, it is the only racial group to
have been subjected to an extended period of slavery; and third, it is the only
racial group to have had segregation laws passed against it that were supported
and fully sanctioned by the U.S. Supreme court (p. 82).
I found it interesting that Sage, in his introduction prior to his justification of why he
focuses on African Americans with regard to racial inequality in sport, made a point to
note that African Americans are not the only group to "struggle against formidable odds
for basic civil rights (e.g., personal freedom, the right to live where you want to, etc.)" (p.
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8 1 ). Sage points out that "Native Americans, Hispanics, Asians, and other minority
groups have had their own unique histories of struggle" (p. 8 1 ), and that African
Americans are not the only minority racial group to have experienced discrimination in
sport. Sage continues, providing a very brief example of discrimination that Native
Americans and Hispanics have experienced in sport, and the only reference to Asians is a
token reference which includes them in his tag line of other racial minorities who have
had ''their own unique histories of struggle" (p. 8 1 ). I find it disturbing that in some of
the more recent literature pertaining to race and sport, that the discourse is still
predominately black and white, and, yet, Sage recognizes this gap and continues the
discourse of race and sport in these tenns.
I find what Smith ( 1 992), Eitzen ( 1999), and Birrell ( 1 990) state to resonate with
me; "sport is a microcosm of society" (Smith, p. 229), "sport mirrors the human
experience and society" (Eitzen, p. 1 ), and with this "We have become increasingly aware
of sport as an institutional site for the reproduction of relations of privilege and
oppression, of dominance and subordination, structured along gender, race, and class
lines" (Birrell, p. 1 85). Thus the cultural values, stereotyping, discrimination and
oppression of Asian women does intersect with sport, and because it does, it is necessary
to start including women of Asian descent and other minorities in the research and
literature. "The neglect of race is a serious criticism leveled at scholars in all fields, not
just those in sport" (Birrell, 1 990, p. 1 85).
Women of Asian descent and Sport
As the history of Asian American women has demonstrated, there are many
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cultural stereotypes associated with being an Asian woman. Some of these characteristics
include subservience, weakness, passivity, and sexual objectivity. These characteristics
are definitely not indicative of being an athlete which is often characterized as being
strong, powerful, and aggressive (Coakley, 200 1 , Lovell, 199 1 ). In this section, I
explored literature pertaining to women of Asian descent involved with sport and/or
physical activity; however, as a preface to this section, I have to note that I found very
little research pertaining to women of Asian descent involved with sport and/or physical
activity in the United States. Much of the literature found, pertains to Asian women
living in other countries. Examples of this literature includes articles on defining leisure,
health and beauty in a Japanese Fitness Club; Prosperous middle-aged women's sports in
Japan through some gender issues; Chinese women and sport-- success, sexuality,
suspicion; Accusations of steroid used in Chinese women runners; and a piece on how
body building is changing the shape of Asian women.
Another article pertained to South Asian women. This article was especially
interesting because of the many similarities Lovell ( 199 1 ) states as to possible reasons
why Asian women were not frequently seen in sport. Some of her reasons were very
similar to what I discussed earlier in the History of Asian American women section. For
instance, as Ligutom-Kimura (1995) discusses, Asian women were expected to care for
their families and help their husbands work in the fields; therefore, not leaving much time
for interactive social activities. Ligutom-Kimura (1995) and McCormick (1993) state
that it was expected that Asian American households continue the tradition of their
homelands where social and cultural precepts did not allow for deviation with the fear of
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dishonoring the self or the family. Much of the Asian culture was very male dominated
and patriarchal. There were strict roles and behavioral criteria the women were expected
to follow, and they were often discouraged by their family and culture from participation
or involvement in nontraditional activities (Ligutom-K.imura, 1 995; Chow, 1 987).
Lovell ( 1 99 1 ) talks about the possibilities of why there are not many Asian
females in sport. She states that Asian girls were not encouraged to become athletes, just
as they were not encouraged to speak their thoughts or partake in political activism.
Teachers often automatically assumed Asian girls were uninterested in sport, and that
they lacked the ability and desire to participate. Another reason Lovell presents is the
cultural tie Asian women have to their families; "they were not free to leave the house
because of responsibilities such as child care, caring for the elderly or sick, or providing
company for their father or husband" (p. 6).
Although Lovell ( 1 99 1 ) primarily talks about South Asian women, I found much
of what she said to resemble what other theorists have said about the historical aspects of
Asian American women. I thought Lovell's article might provide some insight as to
possible reasons why there is so little literature (past and present) regarding Asian women
in sport in the United States.
There is a great deal of history regarding Asian and Asian American women. It is
this history which explains how Asian women have been stereotyped, and this possibly
provides reasons why Asian American women are not seen that frequently in sport or the
media. Granted, times have changed since the early l 900s, and American society has
become more integrated with other cultures, but Asian American woman still face
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discrimination and oppression just like other minority women. In regard to sport, Asian
women and American women are still being portrayed as passive, fragile or frail and
sexual (Feder, 1995; Lovell, 1991). One example of this is in Feder's ( 1995) article.
Feder notes how figure skater Surya Bonaly "intimidated" Midori Ito at the 1 992 Olympic
games during wann ups. The press was outraged that poor, emotionally frail, Midori Ito
was intimidated. Another aspect that Feder notes was when Midori Ito fell during her
skating program and she apologized on television to her country; an example, Feder
recognizes as how young Asian women are bound to their culture. From this incident, the
media helped to perpetuate a stereotype of Asian women.
Another aspect of how the media has had a negative impact towards women of
Asian descent includes the perpetuation of not recognizing Asians as "real Americans"
(Tuan, 1999, p. 1 06). An example of this includes Sam Chu Lin (1996) citing Bill
Handel, a popular morning DJ for KFI-AM, a well known talk radio station in the United
States, as saying:
You know, I'm tired of the Kristi Yamaguchis and the Michelle Kwans! They're
not American... when I look at a box of Wheaties, I don't want to see eyes that are
slanted and Oriental and almond shaped. I wan to see American eyes looking at
me. (as cited in Tuan, 1999, p. 105).
Another example that Tuan (1999) shares is how erroneously MSNBC headlined Tara
Lipinski beating Michelle Kwan at the 1998 Winter Olympics in the women's figure
skating event. MSNBC's head line was, "American Beats Kwan;" however, both
Lipinski and Kwan are Americans. Not only is this extremely erroneous headline racist,
but it strips away and negates Kwan as an American citizen. Furthermore, the
convergence of racism embedded within this headline continues to perpetuate the
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stereotype that Asians are foreigners and they are not American citizens. There is also a
quiet conveyance with this headline which suggests the media determines who is
considered American. Finally, this headline is a grand example of the racism which is
still deeply embedded within our society.
Feder (1995) continues to note throughout her article other instances where
Asian women in sport have been oppressed. After the 1992 Olympics, Feder notes that
the Business Week had published an article which stated that Kristi Yamaguchi was not
getting the publicity offers that a white champion would have received. Another aspect
that Feder points out was that Yamaguchi appeared on boxes of Kellogg's Special K, a
cereal that was marketed toward dieters, but Feder did not further the significance of this
insult. Obviously, Feder was implying that there was a significant meaning to Yamaguchi
appearing on the box of Kellogg's Special K, a cereal marketed toward dieters. This is
also an example of how the media has influenced acculturation of Asian women to the
ways of the American society by presenting the message that in order to maintain a
beautiful physique that is feminine and slender, a American cultural ideal of beauty,
Yamaguchi eats Special K.
Another example of how the media has perpetuated the acculturation of Asian
women involves Kristi Yamaguchi going a commercial for Dura Soft Contact Lens
Company. Dura Soft had Yamaguchi change the color of her eyes in the commercial to
blue, green, or violet, colors not typical to the Asian race, but common to the American
societal norm (Feder, 1995).
Other examples of how Asian women have been portrayed in sport include
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Feder's ( 1995) discussion of the forward layback spin in ice skating which demonstrates
the flexibility of the skaters. This is a required move for the women ice skaters, but it is
not for the men. Feder states that the arch of the back, closed eyes, slightly opened
mouth, and extended arms in still photographs has the appearance of female sexual
arousal, and she continues to note that this is the same pose which is used in fashion
photography and pornography. Feder notes that Yamaguchi was photographed in this
position more than in any other in 1992, and that there is a " ... disturbing convergence of
racist and sexist images, playing into stereotypes of the sexually submissive Asian
beauty" (p. 30). Another example of an ice skater in the forward layback spin was in the
recent Spring 2000 issue of Real Sports. It was a picture of the four time U.S. champion,
Michelle Kwan, an Asian woman.
In spite of the brief discussion above regarding possibilities of why Asian
women are not frequently seen in sport and how women of Asian descent are portrayed in
the media, I find it very problematic and quite disturbing that I found only two pieces
pertaining to the experience of Asian woman in American sport and physical activity.
One piece was an article written by Joyce Wong (1995), and even then, her article was
about her experience of dealing with her family and trying to explain why she wanted to
become a physical education teacher. Although Wong did discuss her perceptions of
sport and physical activity, she did not discuss any of her experiences.
The second piece was in a book called Adios Barbie. This is a collection of
writings by young women who wrote about body image and identity. Torres (1998), an
Asian American athlete, talks about her experiences with sport, race, ethnicity and her

91
self image. Torres touches on the "inevitable and tiring question" (p. 2 1 9) of "What are
you?" and the emotions she experiences when asked that question. Torres also provides
insight as to how she felt "out of place" even in "designated Filipino spaces" (i.e. Filipino
clubs or a college Tagalog language course), and how sport created another identity for
her (p. 220).
While growing up, Torres ( 1 998) explains that she moved around a lot; never
really having any experiences where she was immersed in Filipino traditions and that she
grew "accustomed to life without a predetennined community" (p. 220). Involving
herself in sport, Torres felt as though she found a place where she belonged. She states,
being a part of a team and sport was "like a community"(Tortes, p. 22 1 ). Through this
experience with sport, Torres explains that she felt as though people began to see her
differently; see her athletic build rather than her race and/or ethnicity. Questions were not
necessarily initiated with "What are you?," but rather comments of "You have a
swimmer's build." Torres felt as though people's attitude towards her body changed, and
with this, she felt as though she took on a new identity; an identity where she was less
focused on how her body looked and more with what its capabilities were.
Through finding a new identity beyond her race and/or ethnicity, Torres ( 1 998)
explores her emotions of how her outwardly image belied her cultural identity; there was
more to her than what was visible. Torres indicates that being an athlete taught her to
know herself-inside and out- to succeed, to know her limits in order to break them.
Torres also expresses that through her experience of sport, she realized that what shapes
her helps to give her her self image.
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The literature by Torres (1998) and Wong (1995) were the only ones I found
pertaining to the experiences of Asian women in sport in the United States. As I
previously mentioned, I found it disturbing that there appears to be minimal literature
available; however, I was surprised to find one section of a chapter within a book
specifically about Asian Americans and sport. In Coakley's (200 1 ) Sport in Society book,
there is a small section about Asian Americans and sport participation within the chapter
on race and ethnicity. Coakley talks about the diversity of Asian Americans regarding
cultural heritage and individual histories. Through this discussion, he brings forth the
need to research ethnic dynamics in sports (e.g. why it seems Japanese Americans have
embraced baseball as spectators and participants), how members of American society will
embrace Asian American athletes as "cultural heroes and spokespeople for products they
endorse" (p. 267), how images of Asian and Asian American athletes will be portrayed
and represented in the U.S. media (i.e. Yamaguchi and Kwan), and the experiences and
sport participation patterns of Asian Americans with regard to immigration histories
and/or generations living in the United States.
Coakley (2001 ) also brings forth interesting issues dealing with Asian Americans
in sport. In discussing Asian American athletes as culture heros and spokespeople for
products they endorse, Coakley asserts that although Kristi Yamaguchi and Michelle
Kwan are popular athletes that some advertisers may wonder if the "identification factor
for these athletes is as strong as it would be for athletes from Euro-American
backgrounds" (p. 267); meaning, how are the people of the United States going to relate
to these images as heroes and product endorsers.
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Another interesting issue brought forth was the idea of sport and being a "true
American" (Coakley, 200 1 , p. 267). Within this discussion, Coakley (200 1 ) notes
Anthropologist Mark Grey (1 999) and his study of high school sports and relations
between Southeast Asian ·immigrants and residents of Garden City, Kansas. In this
summary, it was noted that immigrant students who did not want to play sports such as
football, basketball, baseball, and/or softball were seen as "unwilling to become true
Americans" (p. 267). It was reported that the established resi�ents of Garden City
believed that "if those people really wanted to become Americans, they would participate
in true American sports" (p. 267); however, Coakely differs from Grey and notes that
third and fourth generation Asian American families that are often well integrated in to
community life in the United States, play the same sports that other members of the
community play. In some cases, Asian American youth have also used sports as an
avenue to express and represent their assimilation into U.S. culture and to reaffirm social
relationships with peers (Coakley, 2001 ).
Coakley (200 1 ) infers that some Asian American youth are using sport as a way to
express and represent their assimilation into U.S. culture and reaffirm social
relationships. This brings up the topic of identity and sport. Regarding identity and
sport, MacClancy (1 996) notes that sports are "vehicles of identity, providing people with
a sense of difference and a way of classifying themselves and others" (p. 2). Examples of
this include people naming their children after sports idols and joining sports clubs for
social reasons (i.e. affiliation with being a member of a certain club or to spend time with
peers).
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Identity in Sport
Previously, I talked about how identity is a social construction and that it is a label
that we place upon ourselves as well as which others place upon us. Our identities are
comprised of many things such as how we identify within social groups (i.e. race, gender,
age, religion), and that our identities are multiple and shifting depending on the roles
people play in their lives (Cavallaro, 2001). Sports is another way in which people
identify, and it may be an established identity for some or a means by which a new social
identity is created for another (MacClancy, 1996).
As with the theoretical concept of identity, sports-based identities are also
multiple and shifting. Sports-based identities are not necessarily restricted to a particular
sport or sporting association, but people may embrace a number of identities
"simultaneoulsy, seasonally, or consecutively" (MacClancy, 1 996, p. 3). Examples of
this could include a person who is a fan of tennis, plays racketball, and coaches a pee-wee
basketball team at a local city park. Having a seasonal sport-based identity could include
either participating in or watching the various sports according to each sports 'in-season,'
and having a consecutively based sport identity could include participating in various
sports throughout one's life (i.e. soccer player in youth, jogger in middle age, and a
fitness walker or swimmer when older). As MacClancy points out, "there are a number
of possibilities which people can play with their identity," and it is "only limited by the
number of sports available to them at any one time" (p. 4).
Snyder and Spreitzer (1 983) state, "people seek out roles that provide them an
identity and a feeling of self-worth" (p. 285), therefore, participating in sport and/or
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physical activity or being a spectator/fan can give one a sense of identity. Associated
with that identity, is also· a reason why there is an attachment to sport and/or physical
activity, and "it is important to determine the meaning of the sport role as a source of
identity and self worth" (Snyder & Spreitzer, p. 284). Snyder and Spreitzer also
recognize that one's identity as an athlete is connected to how they perceive their athletic
ability, and that participating in an athletic sport (or a particular type of physical activity)
may be a source of promoting a sporting identity along with the level of athletic
performance and participation.
Discussing sport as an identity, MacClancy ( 1 996) explains that sport can create a
collective identification. In this discussion, he talks about ethnicity in relation to nation
(i.e. a sense of national community, where people feel as though they belong). Where
there is a "collective sentiment and loyalty, and as a remarkably powerful means of
mustering large groups of people for particular social ends" (MacClancy, p. 9). An
example of this is the Olympic Games. MacClancy asserts that the Olympics have
become deeply politicized "where states vie with one another through the medium of
sport" (p. 1 2). To further this argument, he states:
Hitler tried to exploit it as a showpiece setting to demonstrate Aryan Supremacy.
The superpowers treated it as yet another stage for their Cold War conflict,
competing for the premier position on the tally of medals or simply refusing to
attend when the Games are hosted by their rival. Blocs of developing nations take
advantage of its importance to press one or the other of their own claimes (p. 1 21 3).
Another example of sport, ethnicity and nation-state pertaining to identity is at sporting
events where the Star Spangled Banner is conducted pre-game. Often this can create a
collective sense of identity, of unity, commonality, and loyalty among the spectators and
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players. As previously stated, there are many forms of identity, and MacClancy (1996)
has provided an article which well explores sport as another branch of identity.
As seen from this review of literature, Asian women in sport are often
marginalized from the literature pertaining to experiences in, and perceptions of sport. In
much of the literature pertaining to race, ethnicity and sport, women of Asian descent
were often left out the literature or there were token references to them. In reviewing the
literature pertaining to gender and sport, much of the literature regarded white and black
women, not taking into account how history and culture may shape gender formation or
experiences of gender differently for women of Asian descent or other minority women.
As Smith (1992) states:
Women of color, representing several diverse ethnic groups-identified as African
American, Hispanic, Asian American, or Native American-have historically been
silenced in society and sport. Traditionally, throughout American history, these
women have not been privileged or highly visible in society and sport. As a
consequence, little research has been completed on their unique social histories
and experiences (p.228).
Therefore, it is necessary to include the social realities of diverse ethnic females that is
inclusive of addressing social interactions and involvements in sport before an adequate
theory can be constructed from comprehensive feminist perspective involving women in
sport (Smith, 1 992). By differentiating race and gender and understanding discussions of
women of color, Americans must include women, and discussions of women must
include women of color; "One cannot challenge the silence and invisibility of women of
color by continuing to practice exclusion and dominance" (Smith, p. 234).
In a series of quotes by Smith (1 992), she sums up the importance and need to
include studies on women of Asian descent as well as other women of color:
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Culturally diverse ethnic women must be encouraged to break the silence and
come to value and be valued for our unique knowledge gained at multiple vantage
points. By doing so, we will be compelled to reject negative and limiting images.
Consequently, women of color who have been historically and systematically
silenced will become the center of emerging discourse, empowering us to validate
our experiences (p. 246);
therefore, give
...validity, meaning and comprehensive understanding to what it means to be both
a woman and a person of color in American society and sport (p. 247),
and through this
...challenge the historical patterns of dominance surrounding gender and race
relations (p. 234).
In summary, this review of literature covers a variety of topics regarding women
of Asian descent living in America and sport and/or physical activity. Topics such as
Historical Elements regarding Asian American Women; Race, Ethnicity and Identity;
Asian American Identity; Asian American and Female Identity Development; Race,
Gender and Sport; Asian Women in Sport; and Identity and Sport have been reviewed.
From reviewing this literature, it is apparent to me that more studies on women of Asian
descent · Iiving in the United States need to be conducted. It appears previous studies
either exclude women of Asian descent and/or marginalize their significance in studies.
As Smith ( 1992) notes, the importance of women of color breaking the silence and come
to value and be valued for their unique knowledge is imperative in order to better
understand the experiences and perceptions of women as a whole in sport. Therefore, it
is even more so important that we try to understand a group of women who have
traditionally and historically been marginalized from society, sport, and research. To do
this, it is important to not to just present theories and writings on women of Asian descent
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living in the United States, but to hear their own voices and listen to what they have to
say about their perceptions and experiences in sport and identity. Thus, it is the purpose
of this study is to provide a platform for which women of Asian descent can voice their
experiences and perceptions regarding sport and/or physical activity as well as discuss
how they self-identify themselves racially and ethnically.
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CHAPTER 4
Methodology

Introduction
The purpose of this study was to understand how women of Asian descent
self-identify racially and ethnically, and, to explore the perspectives of women of Asian
descent regarding experiences in sport and/or physical activity. In this chapter, a review
the literature regarding the methodological tradition chosen to conduct this study is
explored. The criteria for participant inclusion, instrumentation, data collection and data
analysis was also discussed.
The Long Interview Driven by Phenomenological Influence
The long interview was the best approach for this study because it "is one of the
most powerful methods" of "revealing .. .the mental world of individuals'' with regard to
how they experience and view the world (McCracken, 1 988, p. 9). Our society is an
"interview society" and "interviews are everywhere" (Fontana & Frey, 2000, p. 646). It is
through this that information is gathered and shared with others, thus a semi-structured
interview with that of a phenomenological influence is what best fits this study.
Semi-Structured Interview
A semi-structured interview is where there are preestablished, open ended,
questions which guide the interview process. Unlike a structured interview where there is
"little room for the interviewer to improvise or exercise independent judgement" away
from the interview questionnaire (Fontana & Frey, 2000, p. 650), the semi-structured
interview allows for flexibility within the interview process. Fontana and Frey (2000)
note that the semi-structured interview utilizes an interview guide which is a list of areas
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the interviewer wishes to cover during the interview process. The interview guide allows
the interviewer flexibility in not having to strictly adhere to the preestablished series of
questions that are to be "followed in a standardized and straightforward manner" as with
a structured interview (Fontana & Frey, 2000, p. 649). In the case of this study, the
interview guide was not a list of areas that I wanted to cover, but rather, a list of questions
surrounding the topics I wanted to cover with the co-participants. The semi-structured
interview guide also had specific questions which were asked of the co-participants, but,
again, there was flexibility surrounding when the questions were asked and what
questions were asked. In some cases, not all of the questions were asked if the co
participant answered a question on the interview guide at an earlier time or in conjunction
with a previous answer.
Existential Phenomenological Theoretical Influence
Although this study was semi-structured, there was an existential
phenomenological theoretical influence to this study, and that was to examine the lived
experiences of individuals regarding a concept or phenomenon (Creswell, 1998). To
investigate the structures of consciousness in human experiences (Creswell, 1998).
Riemen (1998) states that phenomenology '' .. .is primarily an attempt to understand
empirical matters from the perspective of those being studied" (p. 275), and she cites
Bruyn (1966) as stating that "phenomenology serves as the rationale behind the efforts to
understand individuals by entering into their field of perception in order to see life as
these individuals see it" (p. 90).
Creswell ( l 998)discusses that the philosophy of phenomenology is to " ... suspend
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all judgements about what is real- the 'natural attitude'- until they are founded on a more
certain basis" (p. 52); it is about how individuals consciously develop meaning out of
social interaction. In Creswell's book, two phenomenological approaches are discussed,
the social phenomenological approach and the psychological phenomenological
approach. From the sociological perspective, Creswell notes that this approach is· known
as the ethnomethodological approach where the emphasis is to examine how individuals
make meaning of their everyday lives by "Often drawing on ethnography and cultural
themes ... " (p. 53); the researcher relies on methods of analyzing everyday talk. The
psychological approach is more centered on the experiences of single individuals rather
than groups of people. As Moustak:as states (as cited in Creswell, 1 994 ), the central
tenets of this approach are " ... to determine what an experience means for the persons who
have had the experience and are able to provide a comprehensive description of it. From
the individual descriptions, general or universal meanings are derived, in other words, the
essences of structures of the experience" (p. 54 ).
More specifically, Garko (1 999) discusses feminist research and the use of
existential phenomenology while Kerry and Armour (2000) discuss the philosophy and
methods of phenomenology. To begin, Kerry and Armour (2000) discuss two main
philosophers in phenomenology, Husserl and Heidegger; however, it is a combination of
Husserl's theoretical phenomenological assumptions and the theory of existential
phenomenology which influenced this semi-structured study.
Kerry and Armour (2000) note that Edmund Husserl is most recognized· for
making phenomenology a " ...distinctive philosophical approach"(2), and the idea that "To
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the things" (p. 2) was phenomenology's antireductionist approach (as cited in Kerry &
Armour, 2000). One of the arguments behind phenomenology is that objective
approaches to studying humans as embodied beings is inadequate because the existential
character of humans should be considered as an active process where they are
simultaneously able to develop personal meanings as open and engaged beings (Kerry &
Armour, 2000). Thus, Husserl's philosophy of phenomenology is about subjectivity and
finding the essences of experience through a systematic and structured methodological
process to arrive at knowledge (Kerry & Armour, 2000). To arrive at knowledge, the
central premise of Husserlian phenomenology was that, the basis of knowledge is in that
of experience (Kerry & Armour, 2000). From this central premise, Husserl brought forth
the idea of the "life world" or "lived experience" (p. 4) where the life world was thought
of as the "common sense" or "taken for granted" (p. 4); thus, not immediately accessible
- it is then the phenomenologist who has to "reexamine'� the taken for granted/common
sense experiences to arrive at knowledge (Kerry & Armour, 2000).
There are three defining features of Husserlian phenomenology. These include 1 )
intentionality, 2) essences, and 3) phenomenological reduction. Intentionality has to do
with "... the idea that the mind is directed toward objects" (Kerry & Armour, 2000, p. 4).
With this, there is an assumption that the conscious mind is one place of certainality;
therefore, "The building of knowledge regarding reality should start with the conscious
awareness" (p. 4). Essences has to do with the idea of focusing on "... the development of
systematic descriptions, which in tum would return things to themselves" (p. 4). To do
this, a series of descriptions regarding experience would be placed along side one another
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so that the structures common to the experience could be identified (Kerry & Armour,
2000). The common structures are what is known as the essences of that particular
experience, and from this " ... they constitute consciousness and perception of the human
world" (p. 5). It is through this framework that Husserl hoped to find the ''ultimate
structures (essences) of consciousness" (p. 5) and where the essences could be examined.
l

Finally, the phenomenologica reduction is where Husserl believes in suspending belief in
the outer world from either as "an individual in everyday life sees it, or as how
philosophers/scientists interpret it" (i.e. bracketing out all assumptions ofthe outer world)
(p. 5). Through phenomenological reduction, it is claimed that this " ... prevents research
from making unexamined and doubtful suppositions about its sphere of inquiry and about
the world in general" (p. 5), or as Van Manen notes (as cited in Kerry & Armour, 2000) it
is " ... an act of suspending one's various beliefs in the reality of the natural world in order
to study the essential structures of the world" (p. 5). It is through phenomenological
reduction that Husserl sustained " .. .it was possible to achieve an unbiased view of one's
own subjectivity to the extent that one was no longer a part of it" (p. 5).
Heidegger's philosophy of phenomenology is also sometimes known as existential
phenomenology and involves hermeneutics with which the conditions of understanding
take place (Kerry & Armour, 2000). Heidegger, as a student of Husserl's, "'... examined
the ontological status of Husserl's phenomenology, and he derived from it two
fundamental and interrelated notions, historicality of understanding and the hermeneutic
circle" (p. 5). Four concepts relating to these notions are: I) background, 2) pre
understanding, 3) co-constitution, and 4) interpretation (Kerry & Armour, 2000).
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Kerry and Armour (2000) state that Heidegger believes it is through a person' s
background and past experiences that leds t o one's ". . . unique perception of different
experiences" (p. 6), thus one's personal history is fundamental for interpretation and to
the hermeneutic circle and it cannot be bracketed out. Pre-understanding refers to "... the
meaning and structure of a culture" (p. 6) which includes pre-existing language and
practices, therefore there is some level of pre-understanding which helps in the formation
of a common background understanding. It is this background that Heidegger believes
needs to be focused on so that it can be understood since it is a structure of being
involved in the world, and it cannot be bracketed out (Kerry and Armour, 2000). Co
constitutionality is " ... the philosophical assumption of indissoluble unity which refers to
how we are constructed by the world in which we live and how we perceive the world
from our own experience and background" (p. 6). Kerry and Armour state that one of
Heidegger's key assumptions is that there is an indissoluble unity between the person and
world, they co-constitute each other, and that they cannot be divided. Interpretation, as
Kerry and Armour wrote, is what Heidegger believes to be the only way that people have
life at a cultural level, and with this, involves people's backgrounds and pre
understandings. It is through all social encounters that the process of interpretation
occurs, and, as Kerry and Armour express, people are self-interpreted beings where
" ... understanding is not conceived of as a way of knowing but as a mode of being, as a
fundamental characteristic of our being in the world" (p. 6); thus, this follows
Heidegger's philosophical method of hermeneutics.
With the discussion of the four notions above, it is apparent as to how the

1 05
hermeneutic circle is key to Heidegger's philosophy of phenomenology. Heidegger's
philosophy is driven by the ontological question of, "what is the way of being in the
world? ... " (Kerry & Armour, 2000, p. 8) or "What is the nature of the knowable or
reality?" (Guba, 1 990, p. 1 8), which involves an interpretivist approach. Researchers
bring with them to their work their pre-understandings and histories, and their goal is not
to gain or find new knowledge, but to come to an understanding of a specific
phenomenon in a world that already has been understood to some degree (Kerry &
Armour, 2000); therefore, it is through the hermeneutic circle that this process can take
place.
In comparing Husserl and Heidegger, Kerry and Armour (2000) note that
Heidegger's philosophy of phenomenology challenges two of Husserl's main themes: 1 )
that meaning can be derived from an independent reality, and 2) theory can be developed
from an observer who is external to that which is being studied. Heidegger also disagrees
with Husserl's concept of bracketing by claiming that understanding is found within the
hermeneutic circle and not via the application of "an exact research procedure" (p. 7).
Kerry and Armour assert that Heidegger believes that the researcher/interpreter brings
with him/her to work their background and ways of understanding; therefore, these
cannot be bracketed out. It is within this philosophy that it is unavoidable for the
researcher/interpreter not to become part of the hermeneutic circle/take part in creating
the data;
The differences between Husserl and Heidegger are fundamental in the ontology.
Therefore, when using a phenomenological research approach, the ontological
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assumptions upon which the research is based must be explicit (Kerry & Armour, 2000).
As mentioned previously, the Heideggerian philosophic assumption is based ontologically
in questioning the "way of being in the world" (Kerry & Armour, 2000, p. 8) or "What is
the nature of the knowable?" or "What is the nature of reality?" (Guba, 1 990, p. 18).
Husserlian philosophic assumption, compared to Heideggerian philosophic assumption, is
based more epistemologically in its questioning of describing experiences as they are
lived and constructed in one's consciousness, or in posing the question, "What is the
nature of the relationship between the knower and the known?" (Guba, 1 990, p. 1 8).
As for the method for conducting phenomenological research, Kerry and Armour
(2000) state that " ...phenomenological tradition is embedded in an academic practice" (p.
8). Husserlian and Heideggerian phenomenology are two philosophic approaches, and
each have distinct methodologies (Kerry & Armour, 2000). However, as Cohen and
Ornery note (as cited in Kerry & Armour, 2000), the uniqueness between the two
methodologies ".. .lies not in the specific techniques applied but in the goals and tasks of
the associated research methods"(p. 8). For example, Husserlian phenomenology
involves the belief that the essential structures of human experience comprise unique
experiences and unique experiences are made of different and characteristic structures
which distinguish it as unique (Kerry & Armour, 2000). These structures when grasped
in one's consciousness, take on meaning which then gives meaning to that experience. It
is through the Husserlian philosophy of phenomenology that one " ... attempts to describe
meaning of experience from the perspective of those who have had that experience" (p.
9). To do this, researchers must bracket out their a priori knowledge, reflect on the
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experiences that were described, and highlight the essential structures of the experience as
it was lived; descriptions must be eidetic in nature, since part of Husserlian philosophy
includes that the meaning of an experience can only be achieved via the process of
reduction (i.e. describing the experience in its essence without biases and assumptions)
(Kerry & Armour, 2000). From here, researchers can disseminate their findings through
writing which is '�animating and narratively rich" (p. 9) about the lived experiences of
their participants.
In researching Heiddeger' s philosophic approaches to phenomenological research,
Fisher (1 999) indicates that feminist researchers ·have contested the conceptual
framework and approach of phenomenology because they see it as "...an essentialist
doctrine" (p. 68), and that it is " ...unconcerned with the particularities of socio-political
discourse" (p. 68). Fisher also recognizes that some feminist researchers criticize
phenomenology because there has been a lack of recognition for " ... gendered specificities
of experience" (p. 69). This suggests that the analysis of gender and sexual difference are
considered to " ... fall outside the scope of phenomenological inquiry" (Fisher, 1 999, p. 6869), hence, asserting that the lack of feminist or gender considerations is evidence of male
bias and masculinism on the part of phenomenologists. Another criticism feminist
theorists have, as Fisher points out, is that phenomenologists have lacked the initiative to
explore issues pertaining to feminism; however, in articles by Garko (1999) and by Fisher
( 1 999), the compatibility of existential phenomenology and feminist research is
discussed.
Garko ( 1 999) recognizes that lived experiences are vital to feminism and feminist

1 08

studies just as " ... existential phenomenology attempts to explore and expose the meaning
of phenomena in the life-world, the realm of day-to-day lived experiences prereflectively
encountered in consciousness" (p. 168). As Garko states, one of "The feminist critiques
of the social sciences is that women's lives have often been studied from a positivistic,
patriarchal paradigm, which has no existential connection" (p. 1 68). It is within this
paradigm that the experiences of women's everyday lives are misinterpreted or
marginalized. Existential phenomenology provides a method which gives women agency
to express their experiences from a perspective of understanding. It is from a feminist
research perspective that the notions of openness, description, and understanding are
advocated, thus resembling the qualities and characteristics of existential phenomenology.
As discussed earlier, existential phenomenology is associated with describing and
understanding phenomena, " ... rather than to explain experiences in order to predict and
control them" (Garko, 1 999, p. 1 69). In order to conduct this type of study, researchers
rely on description, and "Existential phenomenologists uphold Heidegger's belief that
abandoning description for scientific reductionism to get 'to the things themselves' runs
the risk of a person's existence becoming 'hidden,' 'concealed,' 'disguised,' or 'covered
up"' (p. 1 69).
Openness and objectivity are key elements to gaining description in feminist study
as it is to existential phenomenology. Garko ( 1 999) notes that "Existential
phenomenology is considered open because it studies phenomena from the participant's
perspective"(p. 1 69), and because it explores " ... what lived experiences mean from the
existential vantage point and in the language of the experiencing person" (p. 169).
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Existential phenomena is objective in that it " ... describes these experiences on its own
tenns and not in operationally defined tenns" (p. 1 69). As Garko asserts, " ... existential
phenomenology is useful in studying the misinterpreted and concealed experiences of
women, because its devotion to description and understanding, its openness to the life
world, and its celebration of experience and the experiencing person, letting both speak
so as to let the existential chips of meaning fall where they may" (p. 1 69).
Discussing feminist consciousness and existential phenomenology, Garko ( 1 999)
puts forth the concept that consciousness is heavily related to conceptualizing women's
experiences, lives, how women perceive the world, and how they make sense of the
world. Therefore, there is a need for research methods innovative to the study of women.
Thus, in reviewing the existential phenomenological philosophy, Garko asserts that
consciousness is the connection to human existence, and it is how people " ...relate to and
intentionally give meaning to the phenomena" (p. 1 70).
Another aspect of consciousness that aligns existential phenomenology with
feminist research is the construal of consciousness as intentional (Garko, 1 999). He
states that consciousness as intentional implies that it is always directed towards an
object. An example that Garko provides is, "When we perceive or touch, we perceive or
touch someone or something" (p. 1 70), and, in existential phenomenology, there is a
conception of an indissoluble unity between a person and the world; the issue of a
subject-object dichotomy is not part of existential phenomenology nor feminist research
as it is in a positivistic study. Thus, there is not a belief that there is an objective reality
which is waiting to be discovered, nor is there the assumption that the knower can be
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separated from the known (i.e. where the researcher is a neutral observer who is
unattached to that which is being studied). It is through dialogue between the researcher
and participants in feminist research where there is a reciprocal influence and mutual
exchange of knowledge and experience that creates research which is intersubjectively
and dialectically linked.
As mentioned in the previous paragraph, feminism and existential phenomenology
do not agree with the idea of the subject-object dichotomy, but rather, that of"co
participants" (Garko, 1999, p. 1 7 1 ). In using existential phenomenology, the co
participant relationship allows communication to co-create, and it is through this
relationship and communication that co-participants can reveal "... the existential and
personal dimensions and conditions of their lives which could not easily be examined, but
now can also be interrogated and interpreted" (p. 1 7 1). This is another example of how
existential phenomenology can assist in getting at the "concealed" and "misinterpreted"
(p. 1 7 1 ) experiences of women.
To further acknowledge the compatibility of feminist research and existential
phenomenology, Garko ( 1999) recognizes that both feminist research and existential
phenomenology do not view a subject-object relationship, they:
Both assume the researcher and researched are interdependently and humanly
linked, and not individualistically and mechanically separated, that existential
truth and meaning are gained through the intersubjectivity of the subject and
object, and the relationship between the subject and object is dialectical and
dialogical (p. 171 ).
The topic of bracketing was also discussed by Garko (1999). Although it was
previously mentioned that Heidegger's philosophy of phenomenology does not agree with
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Husserl's idea of bracketing, feminist research does. Garko points out that if feminist
researchers are to challenge the previously patriarchial, positivistic ideas associated with
values of society and transform societies' institutions, they must bracket out their own
beliefs and " ...presuppositions about the world as they attempt to explore and expose the
meaning of women's lived experiences" (p. 1 7 1 ). The purpose of this, as Garko
expresses, is so that it would allow '' ... the co-participants to describe and understand
women's lives from the co-participants' view point, to perceive women's lived
experiences with greater existential depth and breadth" (p. 1 7 1 ).
Therefore, this study was approached in the constructivist paradigm with the
belief that there is no single [T]rue reality and that the reality which exists is within the
" ... context of a mental framework" (Guba, 1 990, p. 25) of an individual. As Guba (1990)
discusses, the ontology of constructivism is that "Realities exist in the form of multiple
mental constructions, socially and experientially based, local and specific, dependent on
the context for their form and content on the persons who hold them" (p. 27); the
epistemology is that a subjectivist position is taken because if realities only exist in the
mind of the beholder, the only way to access what this individual believes is through a
subjective dialogue. The methodology involves two processes, hermeneutics and
dialectics. The hermeneutic aspect involves presenting individual constructions as
accurately as possible, and the dialectic aspect involves comparing and contrasting the
individual constructions so that each individual has to confront the constructions of others
and come to terms with them. Guba states that "Constructivism thus intends neither to
predict and control the 'real' world nor to transform it but to reconstruct the 'world' at the
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only point at which it exists: in the minds of the constructors" (p. 27). To add to this,
Poliio, Henley, and Thompson ( 1997), recognize that, "The phenomenologically real is to
be found nowhere but in the ongoing, ever changing context of the social and natural
world; the real is that which is lived as it is lived" (p. 3 1). Thus, as I have stated, this
study was semi-structured driven by long interview approach with the theoretical
phenomenological influence. The semi-structured interview was also approached in the
constructivist paradigm through hermeneutics and dialectics. This decision is based on
the idea that the purpose of the study is to understand how women of Asian descent self
identify themselves racially and ethnically as well as to understand and explore their
perceptions regarding sport and physical activity. However, the purpose of this study is
to also provide a means by which women of Asian descent can have a voice to express
their thoughts and opinions about these issues since little literature has included their
perspectives, and used their words to discuss these ideologies. Thus the theoretical
phenomenological influence allows for women of Asian descent to bring meaning and
understanding to how they self-identify, and it gives them a voice to express their
perceptions and experiences of sport and physical activity since there is a paucity of
literature which includes them in this context.
Participants as Co-Participants
I decided to call the women in this research study co-participants instead of
participants (Lather, 1988). I am unsettled with the term participants because for me, it
seems impersonal and implies some type of research hierarchy where I am the
[R]eseacher and they are the researched (Fontana & Frey, 2000). I see myself as an equal
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to the women who are kind enough to be sharing their experiences with me regarding
sport and physical activity as well as the ways they understand themselves racially and
ethnically. Another reason why I decided to call the women in this study co-participants
is because I share an identity with them. The identity that we share is that we are all
American citizens of Asian descent who live and have been raised in American society to
embrace American culture; thus, there no hierarchical relation exists between us.
Without the co-participation of these women, this study would not have been able to be
conducted.
The selection of the co-participants was based on having: a) Asian phenotypical
characteristics, b) experience with the phenomena being studied (i.e. racial and ethnic self
identification and experiences in sport and/or physical activity, and c) the ability to
articulate their experience from their perspective.
There were seven co-participants for this study, all of which are women of Asian
descent from various sections of the United States. The seven co-participants were
between the ages of 1 8 years to 35 years of age. The rationale for the decision to
interview women between the ages of 1 8 years to 35 years of age had to do with the
phenomenological context of this study, that is to understand the lived experiences of this
particular group of women. The idea of interviewing women between the ages of 1 8
years to 35 years old had to do with the possibility that they may have been afforded more
opportunities to participate in sport and/or physical activity than women of older ages.
The rationale for selecting co-participants with the phenotypical characteristics
most commonly associated with the term Asian was to understand and determine if there
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is a difference in the ways which women of Asian descent self-identify racially and
ethnically. It was my intention to interview women of this age group to provide a better
understanding of how they racially and ethnically identify themselves as compared to
women of older generations.
Interview Guide
This study followed all guidelines for research with human subjects: a) the
open-ended, semi-structured interview questions (Appendix A) that I developed were
approved by a panel of experts, b) Form B, also known as the Human Subjects form, from
the University of Tennessee, Knoxville's (UTK) Institutuional Review Board (IRB) for
Research Involving Human Subjects was submitted to and approved at the department
level, and c) Form B was submitted to and approved by the University of Tennessee,
Knoxville, Office of Research.
This study used the qualitative method of the open-ended, semi-structured
interview to obtain the data. Instrumentation used for this study will included an open
ended, semi-structured interview guide which assisted me in the interview process. The
open-ended, semi-structured interview guide was designed by myself, and it was based on
the purpose of this study. The open-ended, semi-structured interview guide served two
primary functions. First, it served as a outline when gathering demographic information
regarding the co-participant's age, where they lived growing up (i.e. rural versus urban
and what area of the country-midwest, north, south, west/east coast), where they currently
reside, occupation, and family structure. Secondly, the open-ended, semi-structured
interview guide directed the study and assisted me in remembering important questions to
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cover during the interview process.
Bracketing Interview
After constructing the open-ended, semi-structured interview guide, a bracketing
interview was conducted by a doctoral student colleague experienced in
phenomenological qualitative research. A bracketing interview allowed me to explore
and bracket out any biases and perceptions I have regarding Asian racial and ethnic self
identification and my experiences and perceptions of sport and physical activity.
During the bracketing interview, I was able to discuss my experiences as a female
American citizen of Asian descent, and explore my perceptions of identity as well as my
experiences in sport and/or physical activity. From this bracketing interview, I realized
that I was biased regarding the experiences I imagined other women of Asian descent had.
When I was younger, I experienced a lot of pain and anguish because of being Asian.
Kids in high school made fun of my looks to the point that I wanted to get my eyes
clipped so that I had ''normal'' (i.e. Caucasian) looking eyes. They left derogatory notes
in my locker, carved racist words on the school desks such as "chink," and they
threatened to push me down the school stairs. I thought it was also difficult to find a
boyfriend so that I could experience dating and the type of social relationship other young
girls and boys were experiencing during this time in their lives.
I realized through the bracketing interview that many of the experiences I
discussed regarding my Asianness were negative, and that I thought these types of
experiences were nonnal to some extent such as the name calling. I also understood why
I identified so much as being American and Asian only in looks. Being· raised in an all
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Caucasian family without any Asian influence, living in an all Caucasian town during my
high school years, and celebrating the holidays associated with American culture, I was
constantly surrounded by Caucasian Americans. All the people that I identified with were
Caucasian American.
Other issues which I became aware of during the bracketing interview were the
perceptions I had regarding women of Asian descent in sport and/or physical activity in
American society. I discussed my assumptions of why I did not think there were many
Asian women in sport. One of these assumptions I had as to why there does not seem to
be many women of Asian descent in sport, is because of the cultural values and
differences between their Asian country of origin verses those of the United States. I
assumed that many families of Asian origin who are new immigrants to the United States
put more value on education than sport and/or physical activity, thus influencing young
girls and women to pursue academics rather than sport and/or physical activity. I also
assumed that the United States values sport and/or physical activity more than Asian
countries.
I also realized that I had differing perceptions of Asian women in sport in the
United States compared to Asian women in sport in an Asian country. It was my
assumption that women in Asian countries who participate in sport are rare, and those
who do participate in sport are much more quiet and submissive to criticism in coaching,
but serious and disciplined about their sport. That is not to say this is not the case with
women of Asian descent in American sport are not serious or discipline in sport, but I
assumed that women in American sport are more free to be aggressive, show their
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strength, power, and authority in sport.
I also realized through the bracketing interview that during the time of my life
where I questioned my identity the most (i.e. in high school) sport enabled me to
experience an identity of being able to be apart of a team, and "fit in" with everyone else.
I do not think that I was totally cognizant of this connection I had with sport and my
identity until I did the bracketing interview. Realizing this connection, I was aware that
the interview questions pertaining to experiences and perceptions of sport and/or physical
activity may be very important aspects relating to identity.
The bracketing interview was very helpful. I was able to recognize my biases and
preconceived ideas with regard to how other women of Asian descent may self identity as
well as my' how I perceive of them in sport. The bracketing interview helped with my
objectivity in listening to the answers the co-participants had, in that I was better able to
ask follow-up questions without bias or influencing how they answered their questions.
Furthermore, the bracketing interview also allowed me to determine how well my
questions followed one another and to evaluate how effectively they addressed the
purpose of this study. Finally, the bracketing interview provided me with the experience
of knowing what it feels like to be interviewed, as well as raised my consciousness to any
anxieties my co-participants may feel during the interview process.
Interestingly, after I listened to my bracketing interview, I felt as though I was
more cognizant of my personal opinions and experiences as a woman of Asian descent
with regard to identity and my experiences in sport and/or physical activity. Being more
"in tune" with my perceptions and experiences allowed me to better focus on what the co-
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participants had to say, thus also making me more aware of trying to create a comfortable
and non-threatening/intimidating atmosphere for the co-participants to talk with me.
Data Collection
The data collection took place between June and August of 2002. Each
co-participant involved in this study was either a direct acquaintance of mine or referred
to me by a friend or an acquaintance. All co-participants involved with this study were
initially be contacted by myself via the telephone or in a face-to-face meeting to discuss
the details of the study. The co-participants were informed that: a) their names would be
confidential, b) there are no foreseeable physical or mental risks to their health by
participating in this study, c) they can remove themselves from the study at any time; d)
their participation in this study is strictly voluntary; e) they will receive no monetary
benefits or incentives for their participation in this study; and f) the study will require two
interviews with the first interview lasting possibly two hours, and the follow up interview
(Appendix B) lasting approximately thirty minutes to one hour. At the end of this initial
conversation, the co-participants were informed that on the day of the interview, they will
have to read and sign a formal consent form to participate in this study (see Appendix C).
Only those co-participants who met the criteria for the study and were willing to
voluntarily take part in this study were included. Once the co-participants were
determined, a time and place to conduct the interview was decided upon by the co
participant and myself. On the day of the interview, the co-participants were asked to
read and sign the informed consent form.
Some precautionary and preparatory measures taken prior to the day

1 19
and time of the interview involved double-checking the status of the batteries in the tape
recorder. I also had some spare batteries available if needed. Other precautionary and
preparatory measures were determining if I had enough tape to record the interview
session as well as having some paper and a writing utensil for note-taking purposes, if
needed. The open-ended, semi-structured interview guide and the informed consent
(Appendix C) were also organized with the other necessary items needed to conduct the
interview so that these forms were ready for the co-participants to read and sign. Once
these preliminary and preparatory measures were taken, the interview proceeded.
It is important to note issues of validity and reliability for this phenomenological
framework. I must preface this with the idea that because of the nature of a qualitative
study, reliability cannot be applied in the general quantitative sense, where the study can
be replicated to produce the same or similar results as the original study� or as Deutscher
states (as cited inTaylor and Bogden, 1 984), " ... reliability has been over emphasized in
social research" (p. 4 1 ). Taylor and Bogden (1 984} also note that " .. .it is not possible to
achieve perfect reliability if we are to produce valid studies of the real world" (p. 7).
Thus, as Veri (1 998) refers to Sanjek, the reliability of a study is also " ...within the
integrity and ingenuity of the research study design" (p. 83). Therefore, I must argue that
although this study may not reproduce similar findings upon replication, it was reliable
from the aspect that it was conducted according to the qualitative scientific methodology
which I will present.
As mentioned, reliability is not a key element within the
phenomenological/qualitative framework with the paradigmatic assumption of
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constructivism; therefore, dependability/trustworthiness is integral to the study since the
essence of the study is to understand the experiences and perceptions of the co
participants. From a constructivist paradigm, the co-participants epistemologically hold
what they view as reality, and "If realities exist only in respondents' minds, subjective
interaction seems to be the only way to access them" (Guba, 1 997, p. 26). Therefore, in
order to get at the perspectives of the co-participants, trust is important. Trust between
the researcher and the co-participants can help to ensure that each co-participant will be
open and truthful during the interview process. In creating trust, it is important to assure
the co-participants' names will remain confidential. To assure confidentiality, each co
participant was asked to think of a pseudonym by which she may be referred. This
pseudonym also helped to keep the interview data organized. Secondly, to ensure
confidentiality, the co-participant(s) and I agreed upon a time and private location that
was convenient and comfortable in which to perform the interview. It was imperative
that each co-participant was comfortable with the surroundings so that they could each
speak freely when asked certain questions compared to sharing thoughts with me in an
uncomfortable situation (i.e. at work, at school, where other people could overhear).
Interviewing the co-participant(s) in a place that was comfortable to each of them helped
to ensure receiving honest answers.
Mertens ( 1998) puts forth that the validity or credibility of a study according to the
constructivist paradigmatic assumption of hermeneutics and dialectics, involves: a)
depicting individual constructions as accurately as possible since the epistemological
assumption is that realities exist only in the co-participants' minds (as cited in Guba,
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1 997), and b) comparing and contrasting the co-participant's constructions of experience
and ways of understanding. In the case of dialectics, a dialogicaJ approach was taken
between myself and the co-participants where the co-participant was asked to elaborate
on topics being discussed as well as to allow me to compare and contrast existing
constructions we may had already discussed (Guba, 1 997). The purpose of the dialogical
approach was to keep communication open between myself and the co-participants, and
to help in the production of" .. .informed and sophisticated constructions" (Gub� 1 997, p.
27).
To address the aspect of hermeneutics, a tape recorder was used to gather the data
as accurately as possible. This helped to ensure that the interview and what the co
participants said was accurately captured. To further ensure validity, I typed a
synopsis/transcript of each interview and created individual audio tape recorded copies of
each co-participant's interview. Each co-participant was hand delivered or sent via
United States Postal Service a copy of their interview synopsis/transcript and audio taped
interview to keep as well as review prior to the follow-up interview; each co-participant
was given at least a week to review the synopsis and audio recorded interview. The day
of the initial interview, the follow-up interview was scheduled for a day approximately
one and a half to two weeks later, depending on the co-participant's availability. During
the follow-up interview, the co-participants were asked: a) if they wanted to provide any
additional insight or elaboration on the topics discussed from our initial interview, b) if
they had any additional information or comments they would like to share which was not
covered during our initial interview, and c) if there were any inaccuracies within the
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interview synopsis. The follow-up interviews were also audio taped, transcribed and used
for the data analysis. All of the co-participants were satisfied with their explanations of
experience with the initial interview, and none of them wished to change their answers.
However, Veronica did express concern regarding two issues which emerged during her
initial interview.
During the follow up interview I had with Veronica, she expressed to me that she
felt bad about one part of her interview when she was talking about joking around with
the stereotype of "Little Asian Whore," and allowing her friends to call her that.
Veronica expressed to me that she felt bad about that because she said, " .. .I feel like I'm
not doing any part to help it. ..because I joke about it, I guess, and I'm not doing anything
positive to help other people's views ... " (Personal communication, July 22, 2002). As
Veronica continued to talk, she mentioned that she was being honest with her
explanations, but that she felt bad regarding this comment. I asked Veronica if she would
like to change her answer or omit this section from the interview transcript, but she
declined the change; her response was, " .. .I'll just keep talking what's in my mind, so, I
think cause it might be in print that I'm worried about it, but like, with my friends I don't
care. I'm just like blah, blah, bhahhh, you know? Just say whatever" (Personal
communication, July 22, 2002).
Data Analysis
Once the interviews were completed, the method of data analysis appropriate for
this research study and paradigmatic perspective involved the examination of interview
transcripts and/or interview tapes. Each audiotape of the co-participant's interviews
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was transcribed by myself; different colors of paper were used to transcribe each co
participants' interviews; this was to help in the identification and organizational process
of analyzing the data. The pages and lines of text on the co-participants' transcripts were
also numbered so that when the analysis was conducted, themes and categories were
easier to identify. I evaluated and coded the emergent themes from the co-participants'
interviews for the analysis of the data. Any topics and issues which emerged from the
interviews pertaining to their self identification and perceptions and/or experiences in
sport and/or physical activity were noted and coded under certain categories. Afterwards,
these themes and categories were examined to determine similarities and differences as
well common associations. A group of experienced qualitative researchers, after signing
a confidentiality statement (Appendix D), were also requested to read and analyze the
transcripts for emergent themes as well as provide me with feedback regarding my
findings; this was to also help contribute to the validity of the study. Tables were also
used to chart, categorize, and compare the co-participants own words for analysis. Once
the data analysis was complete, the discussion of the results were documented, and the
words/voices of the co-participants were used accurately to portray their perceptions and
experiences within the context of this study.
Once the interviews were completed and the data were analyzed, the tapes
used to record the interviews, consent fonns, and transcripts were stored in a locked,
filing cabinet in my dissertation advisor's office. Only she and I have access to this
information. After a period of three years, the audiotapes will be erased and the
documents destroyed.
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CHAPTER S
Presentation and Discussion of Data
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to reveal how a selection of women of Asian
descent self-identify racially and ethnically, and to explore the perspectives of women of
Asian descent regarding experiences in sport and/or physical activity. The purpose of this
chapter is to present and discuss the findings of this study. I will first provide a brief
introduction of the co-participants involved in the study, and then proceed with
discussing the themes and subthemes which emerged from this study. In addressing the
themes and subthemes, I utilized direct quotes from the interviews.
Co-Participant Profiles
Many of the co-participants in this study were raised and educated in the southern
United States, except co-participant, Anne. Anne was raised and educated on the west
coast. Although Becky and Riley have traveled and lived in various parts of the United
States as well as overseas, they have also spent a number of years living in the south as
have the rest of the co-participants. I mention this fact at the forefront of this study,
because it is important to recognize that although the results of this study cannot be
generalized to all women of Asian descent living in the United States, the experiences
and perceptions of this select group of women may vary according to the region in which
they live. For example, if this study were conducted in San Francisco, California, or
Seattle, Washington, where there is a greater Asian population, thus intersecting and
affecting the experiences and perceptions of the co-participants differently than in the
south.
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Another aspect regarding the co-participants in this study is that they all identi fy
first and foremost as being American with their Asian identity as secondary. Whether
this trend is connected to the fact that they all live and have lived in predominately
Caucasian areas where there are few Asians in their community, I cannot say
conclusively, but it is an interesting aspect to note with regard to this study.
Furthennore, it is important to note that the co-participants in this study do not
necessarily identify themselves as intercollegiate athletes, but rather, participants in sport
and/or physical activity, or they identify themselves as being athletic. Co-participants
Riley, Michelle, and Anne were at one point National Collegiate Athletic Association
(NCAA), Division I, intercollegiate athletes, but they no longer are. However, I do
wonder how much the results would differ if a group of women of Asian descent
identified themselves as intercollegiate athletes.
Michelle
Michelle is 34 years old, and she was born in 1 967 in Seoul, South Korea. At the
age of three , Michelle came to live with her mother and father in the United States. As
Michelle explained, she said that because of the "visa situation" at the time, they were all
not able to come to the U.S. together. Michelle told me that her father was the first to
come to the U.S. where he obtained his Master's degree followed by his Doctorate while
she and her mother stayed behind in Korea. When Michelle was e two or two and a half
years old, her mother received her visa to go to the U.S., and Michelle stayed with her
grandmother in Korea. Finally, at age three, Michelle received her visa and was able to
join her parents in the U.S.
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In the U.S., Michelle grew up in the South in an all white neighborhood. Her
father was a math professor, her mother was a housewife/mother, and she was their only
child. Michelle shared with me that her father's side of the family is Presbyterian, but for
much of her father's life, he was agnostic. Her mother's side of the family is Buddhist,
but her mother does not practice any particular faith now. As for herself, Michelle said
she is leaning toward the Kabala which she explained is not so much a religion, but,
rather, a way of thinking.
Talking about her family and growing up, Michelle told me that she and her
family celebrated holidays associated with Christianity, but they also practiced some of
the Korean ethnic culture such as the Korean New Year's Day; however, it was not until
recently that she began to be "more in tune with the Korean culture" as well as having "a
lot more curiosity about it," and having "a lot more openness about it." As Michelle
explained, she said that she wanted to belong so badly when she was younger that she
was "probably way more Americanized and way more American" in everything that she
did. When I asked her to further explain what she meant, she said that when her parents
would speak to each other in Korean while in public, she thought it was not normal, and
that they should be speaking English all the time. She also talked about her family's
picnics when she was younger and how she thought picnics were suppose to include
hotdogs or sandwiches, but her parents would bring Korean food and eat with chopsticks.
Michelle also mentioned that she would always use a fork, and it used to embarrass her
when her parents would eat with chopsticks in public because she thought they were
supposed to be eating with a fork.
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As for sport and/or physical activity, it was Michelle's father who got her
involved with sport, specifically tennis� She said that he started teaching her simple motor
skills such as playing ping pong and observing her hand-eye coordination. After awhile,
Michelle stated that her father thought she had picked up quickly on her hand-eye
coordination and tennis skills, so she started playing a little bit more tennis each time he
would go out to play with his friends. At the age of 8, Michelle started playing in tennis
tournaments starting at the local level and then moving to the sectional and national
levels. She was fortunate enough to get a college tennis scholarship at a university in the
southeast where she play four years and was an All American. She also made the United
States Tennis Association (USTA) National Team where she had the opportunity to travel
across the country representing the U.S.
After Michelle's college tennis career, she married a Caucasian American male,
and began a coaching career. She is now coaching at a university in the southeast where
she is a co-head coach for tennis.

Becky is the youngest of two children; she has an older sister. She was born in
1 98 1 in the southern part of the United States on an Air Force base. Her father is retired
military and her mother was a fight attendant in Thailand. Becky's parents met through
mutual friends in Thailand when her father was in the U. S. Navy and stationed in
Thailand. Becky's mother is Thai, and her father is Caucasian American. Becky's father
retired from the navy and her mother quit her job so that they could marry and begin a life
together in the U.S. Her dad went into engineering and her mother stayed at home to take
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care of the family. Becky remembers moving around the U.S. as well as internationally a
lot as a child because of her father's job, and not staying in one place more than two years
at a time.
Becky expressed that she and her family are practicing Christians. Her father was
Presbyterian growing up, but no longer attends church, and her mother was Buddhist in
Thailand and continues to practice that as well as Christianity. Becky considers herself to
be Baptist. In further exploring Becky's background and experiences growing up, she
told me that her father's mother "disowned" her and her sister because they were part
Asian, and that her family has never gotten along with her father's family.
As Becky and I continued to talk about herself during our interview, she
mentioned that she thinks of herself as being half Thai (or half Asian), and half American,
and that she likes the fact that she is Asian; however, when I asked her how she views
herself as an Asian woman in sport, she seemed conflicted because she said, "You see,
because I'm not completely Asian I can't draw that line of I'm going against the grain,
you know?"- - going against the grain (i.e. stepping out, being more independent in
herself, being able to make that step to go against the odds).
Becky told me that she has been involved with sport and physical activity for as
long as she can remember, and that her first sport was soccer until she moved to Mexico
when she was told girls were not allowed to play soccer. Soccer was strictly a male's
sport and gymnastics was for girls. Today, Becky still enjoys soccer as well as working
out (i.e. cardiovascular exercise, weight lifting, swimming). She is currently an
undergraduate student at an institution of higher education in the southeast studying
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biomedical engineering.

Anne is 23 years old, and she was born in Seoul, South Korea. At five months of
age, she was adopted by an interracial couple in the United States; Anne's father is
Caucasian American and her mother is half Filipino and half Caucasian American. Her
father works as a barber, and her mother works at one of the boarding schools in her horn
town community. Anne is the middle child of three; she has both an older and younger
brother. She says that she and her family are Catholic and that she thinks of herself as
being Americanized, as in:
[LJeaving or not being in touch with your actual ethnicity. I'm not very Asian.
I'm more Caucasian than I am Asian, and I know it. I look Asian, but I was not
raised in an Asian culture:
[ ... ]

I'm pretty much like [a] regular Caucasian American woman who looks Asian,
who's stuck in an Asian's body.
The community which Anne is from, is a ''more rural" community on the
southwest coast. As she describes it, she says her community is "affluent" and "not very
racially diverse" (Anne, personal communication, July 1 2, 2002). In her own words,
Anne said, "I was usually pretty much always the only Asian person in my group."
Soccer is Anne's favorite sport. She has been involved with soccer since she
started playing at age five when she begged her mother to let her play in a recreational
soccer league; originally, Anne's mother had intended to only sign up Anne's older
brother in the recreational soccer league, but she conceded to allow Anne to play as well.
When Anne finished high school, she received a partial NCAA intercollegiate soccer
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scholarship as well as an academic scholarship. She is now currently working toward a
Master's degree while attending a university in the southeast as a graduate assistant
athletic trainer.

Riley is 21 years old, born in a small city in the United States in the Midwest. She
is the youngest child of two; she has an older brother. Her father met her mother when he
was in the military, stationed in South Korea; she was playing in a band that was
performing at an Officers' Club.
Riley mentioned that she moved around a lot when she was growing up because
her father was a pilot with the army. As for Riley and her family, they are Southern
Baptist and practice Christianity. Occasionally, her mom will also attend a Korean
church. Riley's mother is also active in a local Korean community and celebrates the
Korean New Year and Korean Thanksgiving. When Riley and her brother were younger,
their mother also had the traditional Korean costumes for them to wear during these
holidays, and she taught them about some of the Korean culture. When I asked Riley if
she currently practices any of the Korean ethnic culture, she mentioned that she only
partakes in the food these days, and that she thinks of herself as "traditional American."
In her own words, she said:
I'd say I'm predominately American. I've grown up more in the states than any
where else. I've only been to Korea once, and that was when I was four years old.
I don't have a lot of memories, but I do have nostalgia, I guess, for the Korean
things that we have in our house.
In another part of our conversation, Riley also told me that she considers herself to
be Amerasian. When she was younger, she asked her mother what she "was" (i.e race)
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when she had to fill out some paperwork which asked her to identify herself. Riley's
mother told her to put Amerasian. When I asked Riley what Amerasian meantto her� she
explained that she's American and Asian, and she does not want to leave out either
descriptor because that is who she is. Riley initially explained that there was not a
difference between what Amerasian and Asian American mean, and that she identifies
herself as Amerasian because American comes before Asian in the alphabet. However,
she then stated:
Um, but no. Well, I guess people that [pause] mixture [pause] like half and half
that grew up maybe in Asian predominately might feel themselves as Asian
American cause their [pause] they probably grew up around the Asian culture
more and less on the American side. And, the ones that grew up in America
predominately might see themselves as Amerasians. [Pause] I guess that could
possibly be that.
As for Riley's participation in sports, she said that she thought it was her brother
and father who initiated her interest in sport and/or physical activity. Riley has
participated in a variety of sports such a volleyball, gymnastics, tennis, rowing and
softball. Even now she continues to participate in some of these sports recreationally
because she "loves physical activities." Riley also enjoys running because it helps her to
"de-stress" (Riley, personal communication, July, 14, 2002).
Riley is currently an undergraduate student at a university in the southeast where
she is studying aerospace engineering "for fun," but she is pursuing biomedical
engineering. She is also contemplating medical school, because she said she has always
had a desire to attend medical school to be either an orthopedic surgeon or a
neurosurgeon.
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Julie's parents are from South Korea, and they came to the United States in 1965
or 1966 after they got married. She said that her father went to medical school in Korea,
and he wanted to come to the U.S. for additional training. Julie said that her parents
originally came to the U.S. with the intention of not staying, but they ended up liking it
here, so they stayed. Julie was born in the Midwest, but was raised in the South. She is
the second of three children; she has an older sister who is now an architect in the North
and a younger brother who is in medical school in the South. Julie is now 32 years old, a
physician, and married to a Caucasian male. Her husband is also a physician, and he was
born and raised in the South. Both of them as well as Julie's family are Christian.
Julie mentioned that she views herself as Korean American because she's in a
Korean family, but that her education has all been in America. She also stated that her
friends are all Caucasian. When asked to be more specific about why she views herself to
be Korean American, Julie said:
I would describe myself as Korean American. The Korean describing my physical
aspects and then the American more what I consider to be my background because
this is where I was brought up.
Julie said that she was told by her parents ever since she was very young that she
was going to be a doctor, and that both her siblings would be as well. When I asked Julie
why her parents wanted her to be a physician, she said it was because they thought it was
the "ultimate profession," where one would have a lot of respect and job security.
As for Julie's participation in sport and/or physical activity, she said that she did
not start participating in physical activity (i.e. cardiovascular exercise and weight lifting)
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until she was in college, and it was primarily just to be healthy and "stay trim." In high
school, Julie said she was not very active. She had a high metabolism; therefore, she
really did not feel as though she needed to increase her activity, and that she spent most of
her time studying. Julie mentioned that she is not and has not been a competitive person
when it comes to sports.- When asked if her parents were interested in her participating in
sports, she said, "Not really," and explained that her parents thought it was "tomboyish."
Julie stated:
... they thought that was sort of like tomboyish, and they sort of wanted [pause], I
guess they thought it would be inore girlie for me to ··not do that and to, um, I
mean, I played the piano when I was growing up. · l had piano lessons and that sort
of thing. I do remember that being a big thing. ·
Julie further reflected that:
. I remember my sister wanted to go out for the tennis team, and my parents said no
because that would take away from the time she had to practice the piano. So, I
think a lot of it [pause], my parents were not [pause] they did not enforce that at
all.

Kim is of South Korean descent, and she is 2 1 years old; she was born and raised
in the Southern part of the United States. Julie's parents came to the U.S. approximately
28 or 29 years ago, but that she has never asked them specifically why they decided to
move here from South Korea. Kim said that she assumed her parents decided to move
the U.S. to give her and her three sisters a better life than what they had. At one point,
Kim told me she assumed it was for "[T]he American dream, the freedom over here,
cause back then they were working in the fields and it wasn't like they had everything
going for them." Currently, both of Kim's parents work in a dry cleaning business.
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Kim has participated in a variety of sports while growing up, but her passion is
now ultimate frisbee. When I asked her how she became interested in sport and/or
physical activity, she said it was because of her father:
After having four girls, one of them has to be the boy, so I was pretty much it. So,
I was put into all the sports, and my sister above me was put into all the like
dance, cheerleading and everything, so we go to two extremes...
When I further asked her to explain why she thought her dad got her involved with sports
she said:
I think he just wanted a boy. He just wanted to make me into a boy. Well, he first
put me into soccer, so that's his love. I mean, and, in Asia, soccer is a
predominate sport, and so he put me into soccer. And then through church I
played softball, and so then it just kind of dominoed...
Kim indicated that both she and the rest of her family is Baptist, and that her
parents still attend a Korean Baptist church where they reside. Kim stated that she never
really grew up hanging out with a lot of Korean people or Asian people in general
because she is very "Americanized;" as she expressed:
I was growing up on pot roast and chicken and they were growing up on rice and
everything else, and so it was just very different. I never grew up like having a
speech impediment because, you know, my parents speaking Korean to me.
Kim is currently an undergraduate student at a major university in the southeast
studying painting. She also enjoys photography, painting and music in her spare time.
Veronica
In 1 979, Veronica's parents moved to the United States from Vietnam, and she
was born in 1 980. Veronica has lived primarily in the South with her mother, an older
brother and sister, and a younger sister; her parents divorced in 1994. She is unsure of
where her father is currently or what his occupation is, but she knows that he comes to
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visit her younger sister. As for Veronica's mother, she runs a nail salon.
Veronica and her family celebrate Christian holidays, and adds that it is "pretty
Americanized." When I asked Veronica what she meant by Americanized, she explained:
It's kind of difficult because I was just raised in American society so I picked up
on [pause], I don't know, my friends actually say when they look at me, you
know, they hang out with me, they don't see me as an Asian person. I may look
it, but my actions and everything else is just like everyone else.
Later, when I asked Veronica if she could talk more about being Americanized (e.g. what
it is, what she does, and what it is that makes her feel Americanized), she stated:
I really don't know if I can clarify that for you. Just, I go to football games, it's
not like I'm downtown selling fruit with my little sister on my back or anything
like that.
[ ... )
... Like in Vietnam. My mom, she [pause], I don't know, when she gets angry
she's like 'You know, if you were still in Vietnam, you'd be selling fruit at the
market with your sister on your back,' and I'm like, 'well, guess what mom?
We're in America, and yeah, I'm not selling fruit. ' So, I'm not leading the same
lifestyle I would be if I was still in the country that I'm from. So, I mean, I'm just
living like everyone else, all my friends and stuff here, doing the things they do
here.
Veronica has not always been involved with sport and/or physical activities. It
was not until she was in high school and college that she began to seek out sports and
physical activities. Veronica said that when she was in elementary school, she
participated in class-related physical activities, but it was not until high school where she
began participating in tennis competitively. A couple of reasons Veronica expressed as to
why she never took an interest in sport when she was younger was because her mother
thought of her as frail, she did not want her to get hurt, and that sport was not very lady
like. In Veronica's own words, she stated:
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Well, I've always just had so much energy and my [pause] I know my mom, she
didn't really want me to do sports because she said it wasn't very ladylike, that
she would only let me play tennis because you wear a skirt, so it was ladylike ...
Besides sport and physical activities, Veronica's other hobbies include traveling,
watching movies, and hanging out with friends. This past spring, Veronica finished
college, and she is now searching for a job.
Presentation and Discussion of Data
There were five main themes that emerged from this study, four of which pertain
to identity in some way. The four themes pertaining to identity are Imposed Identity,
Embraced Identity, Fractured Idennty, and Experience of Extended Identity Through
Sport. The final theme is Experiences regarding Sport and/or Physical Activity, and I

offer Table 1 . 1 as a visual aid to present the themes with their corresponding subthemes.
However, before I discuss the themes, it is imperative to recognize and remember that
although the discussion of identities are explained as single entities or properties in this
presentation of data, they are not. Throughout this study, there was a process of shifting
and negotiation which took place among imposed, embraced, and fractured identities and
extended identity(-ies) through sport. Each co-participant did not just experience a
singular identity, but multiple identities, and they shifted and negotiated from identity to
identity. This was most evident under the themes embraced and fractured identity(-ies).
Imposed Identity

The first theme is that of an Imposed Identity. As the co-participants and I
conversed, they talked about how others (i.e. family, friends, and strangers) place
characteristics and labels upon them, with which they do not agree. These labels and
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Table 1 . 1 Themes and Subthemes

THEME

Imposed Identity

Embraced Identity

Fractured Identity

Extension of Identity
through Sport and/or
Physical Activity
Experiences regarding
Sport and/or Physical
Activity

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Su btbemes

Intelligent
Reversed/Imposed Americanized Asian
Honorary Non-Asian
Assumptions of being "other"
Americanized
Justification and Rationalization of
Difference from Asian Ethnic Women
Justification and Rationalization of Self
through Race and/or Ethnicity
Perception of Equality or Inequality in
American Society
Indecision/Confusion of Identity with or
without Confusion of Terminology
Biracial
Desire to Blend (i.e. be "Normal")
Imposed Identity ·
Embraced Identity
Experience of Extended Identity
Brothers and/or Fathers
Parental Support for Involvement in
Sport and/or Physical Activity versus
Academics
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characteristics are imposed identities, and there are five subthemes which emerged:
Intelligence, Reversed/Imposed Americanized Asian, Honorary Non-Asian, and
Assumptions of being Other. Many of the subthemes which emerged resemble the

stereotypes American society has about Asian American women/women of Asian descent
that were discussed in Chapter Two and Three. Even the Honorary Non-Asian sub-theme
is connected to marginalizing the existence of racism by the perpetuation of not
acknowledging obvious visual differences between Caucasians, Asians, and Blacks. This
continues to cause distraction from acknowledging issues of oppression and
discrimination among other Asians living in America (L. Fong, 1997; T. Fong, 1998).
The first sub-theme is intelligence. Many of the co-participants revealed that
others assume they are very intelligent since they have phenotypical characteristics
associated with being Asian, and being Asian has been, and, in some cases continues to
be, associated with the "model minority" stereotype (L. Fong, 1 997; T. Fong, 1998; Lai,
1995). Michelle recalled that her father as well as others mentioned she was not a
"normal Asian":
.. .I remember my dad telling me, 'You're just not a normal Asian, normal Korean
cause you're supposed to do well on your [SAT] test scores,' and that would never
happen.
As Michelle continued, she later mentioned:
I do know there have been times when people have looked at my grades,
academically, and alluded to the fact that this is not like a typical Asian of...you
know, ... your, 'Wow, your GPA is not this,' or 'Oh, you didn't major in computer
science' ...
Veronica had a similar experience with her classmates in highschool where it was
assumed she was smarter than others:
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. .I remember, I think it was middle school. We went to some math competition, I
think. And they were like yeah, 'Veronica, you know, when you step off the bus
we're going to be like, yeah, we've got an Asian, watch out!' And then I'm like,
'Whatever. You're probably smarter than I am. ' And then, you know, there's
another school within our county, and like off stepped the bus 1 0 Asians and
we're like, 'Oh no! We're beat, we're beat. We've only got one and they've got
I O.'
In the conversation I had with Becky, she also discussed how others assume that she is
intelligent by the way she looks, and how this makes her feel:
Becky:
CCWE:
Becky:
CCWE:
Becky:

... they think I'm smarter. I'm really not. Not at all.
Smarter than?
Um, like Americans, Caucasians, however you want to say it.
How does that make you feel?
Stupid! Because they put this expectation that ' Oh, you' re smart
because oh, you have Asian in you,' and it's really not true.

This experience that Becky shared with me was something that I related to and
understood. Like Becky, I have had similar experiences where people have assumed that
because I am of Asian descent, I must be smart. As I have come to find out, many of the
people who have shared their perception of me as being intelligent revealed that it is a
stereotype which they "just assumed" was true because of previous interactions they had
with other Asians or because that is what they see presented on television or in the
movies.
As Anne and I talked, she mentioned that her parents even imposed the idea that
she is too smart to be an athletic trainer; she is supposed to be a doctor:
Anne:
CCWE:
Anne:

... although I'm doing athletic training right now, I could just as
easily even more see myself coaching soccer so I can be around it
all the time, but my parents wouldn't be ok with it.
Why do you think that is?
Um, because I'm too smart for it. I'm too smart for athletic
training. I'm supposed to be a doctor, not a trainer.
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The second sub-theme which emerged was Americanized and Reversed/Imposed
Americanized Asian. What it means to be Americanized is discussed in a little more

detail in the second theme, Embraced Identity; however, by using the co-participants'
words, a brief explanation of what it means to be Americanized will now be discussed in
order to explain Reversed/Imposed Americanization. The term Americanized was not
covered in the review of literature section, but this was a sub-theme which emerged
throughout the study. As Anne defined what it means to be Americanized, she said:
Americanized is when they're like me. They don't, you know, I was raised here.
I wasn't raised somewhere else. I wasn't raised by an Asian family. I wasn't bred
to serve a man, and that's how a lot of Asian women from Asian families are
raised.
Anne further mentioned:
Um, Americanized as in leaving or not being in touch with your actual ethnicity.
I'm not. I'm Americanized. I'm not very Asian. I'm more Caucasian than I am
Asian, and I know it. I look Asian., but I was not raised in an Asian culture.
In providing an example of what it means to be Americanized, Julie related it to how
Korea has become Americanized:
I guess, really, if you go to Korea now, I mean, I haven't been there in a long time.
My mom went recently, and she said that it was [pause], Korea has become
Americanized, as far as having your classic American things there, you know?
[pause] The stores, you know, here- the GAP and things like that --McDonald's
and stuff-- it's all [pause] sort of has [pause], it's almost like Korea's become
Korean American itself. Um, but I don't know. I guess I just think that it's
American because that's [pause], I guess cause it started in this country and you
know, it's just, it's just how people adapt to it.
From what the co-participants expressed about what it means to be Americanized,
I understood them to say that it involved embracing and being familiar with the American
culture and being unfamiliar or "not in touch" with the ethnic culture associated with their
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Asian country of origin. With these basic definitions or descriptions of what i t means to
be Americanized, I can now discuss the sub-theme, Reversed/Imposed Americanized
Asian.
Four of the co-participants talked about how people from their Asian country of
origin imposed an identity of being Americanized. Although these same co-participants
as well as a couple of other co-participants talked about being Americanized and
embracing the idea of being Americanized, they also face Reversed/Imposed
Americanization from people living in their Asian country of origin. A great example of
how this Americanization identity is Reversed/Imposed is in what Julie said:
.. .it's so funny cause that word is the word that my uncles and cousins in Korea
use to describe me, and I'm not real [pause], you know; yeah, they do [pause],
they've told my parents that me and my sister and brother would never really be
able to go back to Korea to live; we wouldn't really fit in because we're too
Americanized.
In listening to what Becky had to say, ·she talked about how people in Thailand refer to
people of Asian descent living in America:
Becky:
CCWE:
Becky:

.. .I go to Thailand and people don't think I'm Asian. They call me
Falang, they think I'm white.
Falang? And what's that mean?·
Um, like American tourist type, white. Slang for white people, ...
You know, most of everyone there, they think we're American
tourists.

Veronica also mentioned how people in Vietnam have a Reversed/Imposed
Americanization identity for people of Asian descent living in America that go to visit
Vietnam:
Veronica:

But, yeah, it' s um, [pause] they take advantage of you over there
because they can tell you 're from America. They even have a
special name for you.
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CCWE:
Veronica:
CCWE:
Veronica:

What's that?
Um, (sounds like ya gue/ya cue).
How do you spell that?
I have no idea. Yeah, so you can just say whatever. But they can
tell by the way you dress and the way of your accent. Then, yeah,
they'll just treat you as like, an American or a white person. They
will jack up the price and scam you out of some money.

Michelle also offered the following about Reversed/Imposed Americanized Asian identity
in her discussion of how people react to her when she or her mother go back to Korea to
visit:
It's funny cause you feel like you go back to the country you are born and you
think that they're just gonna open you with, I mean welcome you with open arms,
but, you know, it is so strange because they know when they see someone who is
Korean, but has lived in America, and is very Americanized, and it is kind of like
you don't know where you belong. You're not really, you're not totally ditched,
but you're not totally welcomed either, I mean just initially, but yeah, it was
interesting going back
Although, I cannot relate to the level of Michelle, Becky, Veronica and Julie with regard to
being labeled outwardly as a Reversed/Imposed Americanized Asian, I do understand what
they were saying. As difficult as it may be for me to try and explain the following, I do
believe that I have experience being a Reversed/Imposed Americanized Asian. I do
believe that I have been perceived by other Asians as being Americanized and not being
"in touch" with my Korean ethnicity. One of the most recent experiences I had was when
I was at a health and fitness club. I was getting dressed after showering from a work out,
and an Asian woman with an Asian accent came over to me, and she started asking me a
bunch of questions. She asked me my name, what I did for a living, about my husband's
job, and where I was from. When I told the woman that I was a graduate student, my
husband was a personal fitness trainer, and that I was from most recently Illinois, I thought
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I heard her grunt and say, "Oh," with a nod of her head. She next asked me if I was
Korean, and I hesitantly said yes, and I added that I was of Korean descent. She then
asked me if I spoke any Korean and I told her I did not. It is difficult to explain the look
she next gave me, but I perceived it as a look of disappointment because I was not
ethnically Korean.
Another example that I can remember of feeling like someone was imposing the
Reversed/Imposed Americanized Asian identity on me happened to be during an encounter
I had with a Caucasian male. When I was in undergraduate studies, I remember attending
a college party, and this White guy and I were conversing. I do not remember how this
particular conversation came up, but I remember him asking me why I was not interested
in learning the Korean language or about the Korean culture. I felt that he was very abrupt
in his tone and very accusatory with me. I felt as though he was telling me that I should be
interested in the Korean language and Korean culture because that was where I was
originally from, however, this guy did not understand my personal situation and history
with regard to my experiences of being Asian. At this particular time in my life, I was not
interested in knowing anything about Asian history or anything Korean. The closest
experience I was willing to have regarding anything Asian was Chinese, Japanese, or Thai
food.
The third sub-theme is Honorary Non-Asian. This is where some of the co
participants experienced an imposed identity from their friends as "not really being
Asian." As Anne explained, in referring to her soccer team and friends, she said:
.. .like when we were in Japan, sometimes I would be a little uncomfortable [when
they would] make fun of people and I'd like [say], Qk, that wasn't very nice,'
4
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and... they'd be like 'no, you don't count, you're not really Asian' is what they
would tell me. They didn't really consider me to be Asian because I didn't have
an accent, I wasn't very in touch with anything Asian.
Veronica shared:
... my close friends don't see me as Asian at all which I really think is odd because,
you know, obviously I'm there, I've got black hair, I've got almond shape eyes ...
Julie also mentioned that she had a colleague who did not view her as Asian. Below Julie
explained the conversation she had:
' ...quite honestly I look at you, and I never really think,' you know, she's like, 'to
me, you're just one of us' [pause], she's like, I've never, it just never crosses my
mind that you're Korean,' which I thought was sort of funny...my partner and one
of the nurse practitioners in the group were both like, 'you know, we had just
never really thought about you being Asian, it's just not part of the whatever. '
[ ... ]

I was just surprised [by this comment] ...I just thought that was interesting that
they would [pause], because to me that's just such a big part of me, I thi� you
know? Is that I am Asian.. ..
The sub-theme of being considered Honorary Non-Asian was something else that I
related to with regard to what co-participants Anne, Julie and Veronica shared. Before, I
realized that marginalizing or ignoring color or phenotypical differences perpetuated
racism, I used to like it when people told me that they did not see me as being Asian
because it made me feel like I was one of them. I felt as though if people did not see me
as being Asian, then I had finally "fit in" with society, I was no longer seen as different,
and I was finally accepted. However, as time passed, I realized, through my experiences,
what happens when differences are overlooked. Instead of acknowledging our
differences and embracing them, it seems to me that there is a tendency to cover up these
differences, ignore them, and pretend they do not exist, thus perpetuating fear and hatred
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with regard to differences and creating a cyclical process.
The final sub-theme, Assumptions ofbeing Other or Foreigner, occurred for all
co-participants in one way or another. The most common way was through the
"inevitable and tiring question" (Torres, 1 998, pp. 2 1 9) of "What are your' and/or
"Where are you from?" For some co-participants, being revered as Other or a foreigner
started when they were young. Riley indicated that:
.. .in elementary school I'd leave every day pretty much crying, but I wouldn't tell
my mom cause the kids would be like, 'why don't you go back to your own
country type thing,' and they were just mean .. .l've been in [name of place], I've
come across guys that are like, 'my grandfather was in the KKK, and you don't
belong here,' and 'you should just be at home trying to find a husband,' or 'you
shouldn't even be here,' and 'you should be out in the fields type thing' . . .
[ ... ]

...but, yeah, a lot of times if I'm out people are like, 'what's your background?' or
'What are you?' type thing, and they say it's because of my eyes actually.
Riley also explained the perception she experiences when people approach her in
assuming she is a foreigner. Riley said it all depends on the tone with which people ask
her the question, and I would have to definitely agree with her. As Riley shared:
The tone. How they talk to you. They totally, I guess, berate you type thing. I
mean, it's totally condescending sometimes, and, just their facial expression. You
can totally see them snubbing you and dismissing you, and that's always been the
one thing that really bothers me about being Asian, and that's one time that I
would want to be the normal American girl with blonde hair, blue eyes, boobs.
In Becky's case, she was not necessarily revered as being a foreigner, but she has
encountered people who assumed she is Other. Other, in the sense that she is assumed to
be Hawaiian when she is not.
Becky:

I just don't -like my eyes period, but the Asian part doesn't bother
me. I guess that's what makes people think you look exotic, you
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CCWE:
Becky:

know? That sort of thing.
Do you think you look exotic?
I don't know, I'm told that. I mean, I guess me personally, No. I
don't think I look exotic, but anywhere I go it's like, ' You look
exotic, where are you from?' [or] 'You look like you're from
Hawaii, ' and you get all these questions.

Michelle shared with me the experience of people assuming she has an accent
because of the way she looks. This occurred for Anne and Veronica as well. As Michelle
stated:
I think people who didn't know me too well when they would first talk to me
would sometimes, [pause] I think sometimes it's, I don't know if initially like
people, not so much in the athletic world but just generally, if sometimes I start
talking to them they are just a little surprised that my English is just like that. I
don't know if they expect me to speak with an accent or, I mean, once they know
that I have lived in the US basically all my life I don't think it is something they
think about again. I think sometimes some people may be a little bit surprised.
Veronica had similar comments regarding this:
... you know, it's really funny when I talk to people on the phone first and then
they meet me and they're like 'oh, your English is very good.' I'm like 'thanks
considering I was born here, and I've spoken English all my life,' and they're like
'oh, I'm sorry. ' So I kind of, I guess put them back in their place ...
Adding to what Anne, Veronica and Michelle shared with regard to people
assuming they have an Asian accent, I have had this experience myself many times. I
definitely can relate to what Veronica shared. There have been times when I have talked
to people on the telephone initially and then met them face-to-face later.

It is

almost

humorous to catch them off guard when I introduce myself as Catherine English and see
their facial expression of surprise when they see that I am Asian with a very non-Asian
name, and I do not have an Asian ethnic accent.
A few of the co-participants also mentioned people assuming or confusing them
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with people of other national origins such as Chinese or Japanese. Veronica told me that
when she was growing up, some of the people in her surrounding community, who she
referred to as " ... just middle class like white people," often confused Vietnamese
families with Cambodian families. I asked Veronica why she thought other families in
her community confused Vietnamese families with Cambodian. families, and she thought
it had to be "... because they weren't exposed to different races, Asian races, so they can't
really decipher who's\vhat." Similar to Becky, Veronica also indicated that she too gets
the assumption of being Other in the aspect of being Hawaiian, when, actually, she is not.
Interestingly, the questions of "What are you?" and/or "Where are you from?" did
not bother the co-participants. Many of the co-participants stated they would rather have
people. ask them these questions than assume they were of a different national origin (i.e.
having people assume that they are of Chinese descent when they are actually of Korean
descent).
Riley expressed that she did not mind when people asked her these questions:
I guess it's just kind of neat cause they want to know what you are... they take an
interest in you, and they notice that you're different from just like all the blondes
out there type thing. I don't know.. .! guess, f guess it's just intriguing to me that
people want to know who you are and what's your background and all that.
Becky replied that she liked it when people asked her the question, "What are you?" or
"Where are you from?":
I actually like it when people ask me that just because I'd rather people ask me
than sit there and wonder and guess, and who knows what they're guessing. And I
think they're asking just because they're curious, or they, you know, people'H
look at me and they can tell that I'm different, but they don't know.. . so, I'd rather
they ask me than not.
Similarly, Kim indicated:
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Well, I mean, I like it. I'd rather them ask me than assume something different;
than assume that I'm Chinese or Japanese, so, it doesn't bother me at all, as long
as they're being sincere and not trying to be an idiot, you know, like saying it in a
sarcastic manner, trying to be funny, but, I mean, it doesn't really bother [pause],
I'd rather them ask than just assume.
Veronica also said that she did not mind the questions of "What are you?" or "Where are
you from?" Her response was:
It's just a fun game, I don't mind to be more, I don't know. You can tell from
their attitude too what they're asking. I don't know how to explain that, but,
they're kind of, and the look in their face when they're asking. If I don't want to
answer it, then I'm just like, you know, 'well I don't really what to tell you,' so,
well, if they're playing along, then I'm like, 'well, why don't you start guessing.
I'll give you three chances,' which I'll end up always telling them at the end, but
you know, it's just funny to hear.
[ ... ]

I guess it was kind of like a little "show-and-tell" to me.
Michelle's answer was similar to the rest of the co-participants; however, she
revealed that these questions used to bother her:
...sometimes I would get a little bit irritated because I think at the time, I mean, I
think a lot of times they would cross someone who was Asian as, you know,
they're all like the same so to speak, and to me, I don't see it that way, but I think
they did and then they would [pause], I think when I was younger I would get
irritated with that question more because it was something I just thought everyone
should know or ought to know, but the older I get, I find, you know, it's probably
a little bit of ignorance or the fact that they haven't really been exposed to a lot of
different cultures or ethnicities, and now, I just [pause], hardly anyone asks me
now, but if they do I kind of look at that more as an opportunity to be able to kind
of educate them.
Julie also mentioned that these questions used to make her uncomfortable when she was
younger, but now she feels indifferent to these types of questions unless she goes to her
husband's hometown:
The way it used to make me feel was uncomfortable. Um, now, I really feel pretty
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indifferent to that question. I just feel, you know, I guess it depends on what
context it's in. I mean, I guess it depends on how people ask it, you know? A lot
of people just ask me out of curiosity or just making conversation, and it's sort of
a friendly type environment, or like, a friendly conversation. That doesn't really
bother me. But, if l feel like I'm with um [pause] like for example, when I go to
[a town] where Darrell is from, that makes me uncomfortable up there, and I think
it's because there's nobody Asian in [that town], you know? Nobody. And so, I
feel like when I'm there if someone asks me, like if we go to church up there, or if
there's some event, some party that we're at, then it can still sort of make me feel
uncomfortable even today as opposed to, or typically it doesn't, but sometimes it
may.
Anne had some interesting comments regarding these questions, and she claimed
that she did not mind being asked these· questions. Interesting, Anne was the only co
participant who mentioned anything about other Asians asking her these questions:
Um, the funniest is when people ask me this, fa when it's other Asian people
(laughs) cause like, I'm not kidding you, other Asian people wiH walk up to me in
a random store and ask like, like an old man will ask, 'oh are you Japanese?' and
I'm like, 'no, I'm Korean,' and he'll go, 'ugh' and turn around and walk away.
I'm not kidding (laughs). It happens to me all the time.
[ ... ]
... [the question] doesn't make me feel anything. A lot of it depends on tone of
voice, anyone who's being hostile towards me, they don't even ask. They just
assume things or they'll make like some, there's been some anti-Asian comments
made towards me lately that are like [pause], it makes me want to laugh cause
people are such jerks... l don't get bother by things like this very much because if
they mattered to me, they wouldn't be asking me like that. Um, and also, I would
rather people ask me than just assume that I'm Chinese . . .! know that people have
natural curiosity. And honestly, I would rather inform someone than them make
assumptions, so, it really doesn't bother me. Sometimes I feel a little
uncomfortable, because I don't want to be picked out of the group as being so
much different, like as, like I said tone of voice. I guess if I feel they're trying to
pick me out of the group to make like [pause] obvious or something, but if it's
just natural, ifl can tell it's a natural curiosity then it' s not a big deal.
During the bracketing interview, I realized that my bias and asswnptions
regarding questions of, ''What are your or "Where are you from?" were very apparent. I
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realized that I typically get very defensive and perceive that anyone who asks me these
questions are invasive and automatically assume I am not from the United States. I also
get the feeling of needing to justify myself as a United States citizen. However, for the
co-participants, they viewed these types of questions as non-invasive and questions of
curiosity.
As Cavallaro (2001 ) indicates, identities are social constructions, created in
response to the "Other." They are a label which we either place upon ourselves or which
others place upon us, and this was noted through what the co-participants expressed they
experienced. The co-participants indicated they experienced receiving an imposed
"label" in relation to how Others view or perceive them; a label which none of them said
they agreed with or chose with which to identify.
Also apparent within the theme of Imposed Identity(-ies) were the notions of how
these co-participants are viewed as members in social groups and how their identity(-ies)
are not fixed properties. As Cavallaro (2001 ) states, "social identities are not centered on
fixed properties acquired at birth and bound to remain stable thereafter'' (p. 1 09).
Christian (2000) notes that identities change over time in relation to the relationships
people have and the development of society. Furthermore, Gilligan ( 1 993) recognizes
that one's identification is continuous and related to the social interactions people have
throughout the course of their live.
The imposed identity(-ies) that were placed upon the co-participants with regard
to how they are viewed as members in a social group is apparent within all the subthemes.
The co-participants were identified as either a foreigner or Other, intelligent, honorary
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non-Asian, or as a reversed/imposed Americanized Asian, and they were all identified
according to how Others view them in relation to themselves. For example, a
Reversed/Imposed Americanized Asian was identified as such by those members of a
social group in an Asian country, and this identity was in reference to how they view
Asians from America.
With the sub-theme, Honorary Non-Asian, the idea that identities are not fixed
properties, but, rather, as Christian (2000) mentions, they continuously change in relation
to the development of society and social relationships �ith people. This was noticeable
through the voices of Anne and Julie. As Anne and Julie mentioned, they were not
identified as Asian, but, rather, they had an honorary non-Asian identity which was given
to them by co-workers and friends. This demonstrates that depending on the social
relationships people have, identities are not fixed entities, but they can change. As Julie
mentioned, her co-workers do not "think and/or see her as being Asian," thus her identity
as being Asian is not recognized by them.
Along with the theme imposed identity(-ies) is the resistance of not being seen as
''real Americans" (Tuan, 1 999, p. 106), and struggling with trying to be recognized as
"authentically American with legitimate places in society'' (Tuan, 1 999, p. 1 06). This
was present under the sub�theme, Foreigner. As Tuan ( 1 999) recognizes, the internment
of over 1 10,000 Japanese Americans (with two-thirds being American born) during
World War Two is a strong example of how there is a disregard and "'blurring" (p. 1 06) of
national and ethnic identities. The disregard and blurring of national and ethnic identities
was represented in what Veronica discussed regarding how people in her community
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often confused Vietnamese families with Cambodian families. Another aspect Tuan
shares is that the continuous influx of Asian immigrants to the United States reinforces
the notion that all Asians are foreigners, thus Asian ethnics have and continue to resist
stereotypical labels which others impose on them. Furthennore, the voices of the co
participants strengthen Tuan's argument of the "authenticity dilemma" with which Asian
ethnics are confronted. The authenticity dilemma is related to how Asian ethnics
"negotiate a social terrain where others define them as neither real Americans nor real
Asians" (p. l 06).

Embraced Identity
Under the theme Embraced Identity, there were four subthemes which emerged,
all pertaining to how the co-participants view themselves in relation to Others. As
discussed with the theme, Imposed Identity, identities are a social construction, a label
that we or others place upon us. As Christian (2000) notes, ''Identity as a sociological
concept has been defined as the search for 'self and how one relates to the broader social
context" (p. 1 ). Through these subthemes, the co-participants discussed how they identify
and define themselves through a language of descriptors they acknowledge and embrace.
The four subthemes which emerged from an embraced identity are Americanized,
Justification and Rationalization of Difference from Asian Ethnic Women, Justification
and Rationalization ofSelf through Race and/or Ethnicity, and Perception of Equality or
Inequality in American society.

The first sub-theme, Americanized, was briefly discussed in the first theme,
Imposed Identity, to provide a foundation to explain the sub-theme Imposed/Reversed
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Americanized Asian. To expand on the sub-theme, Americanized, as an Embraced
Identity, five participants (those who did not identify themselves as biracial) talked about
what it means to be Americanized and how they define this word. Furthermore, I was
surprised at the number of co-participants who self identified as being Americanized. In
the past, I have used the term Americanized and applied it to myself, but to hear other
women of Asian descent embrace and define this term was quite interesting. However, I
must note that, as I previously mentioned, Americanized was not discussed within the
theoretical discussion of race, ethnicity or identity, but l do feel it is an important aspect
of what emerged from this study.
As Julie described what it means to be Americanized, she said:
I don't speak the language, I don't, um [pause], ! just, I don't do very many things
that Korean people do, you know? I guess the main thing is the language. I don't
um [pause], I did not marry a Korean man. Um, you know, it' s like I'm very
Americanized which is probably because I've spent since I was born here, and
growing up and all of my school like I said, I mean, there were not very many
Korean people at all in my schools and so [pause] and also, I think that my parents
sort of changed a little bit as long as they stayed in this country, they became more
Americanized too, therefore, my upbringing became more Americanized. Do you
see what I'm saying? So, so to me when I say I'm Korean American, the Korean
part, to me, is just like a physical thing, you know? That's just, physically if you
look at me, I'm Korean or Asian, but the rest of me, the wh. .how I act, the things
that I do, the things that I like to do, um, the you know, the language I speak and
write and communicate with, it's all American, you know, or English hut
American.
In Kim's discussion of what it means to be Americanized, she related it to her
experiences of food growing up, as well as how there might have been a difference in
how her parents raised her in the U.S. versus in Korea:
Kim:
CCWE:

We never really grew up hanging out with a lot of Korean people
or just Asian people in general.
You didn't?
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Kim:

CCWE:
Kim:

CCWE:

Kim:

No. Cause we're very Americanized, I mean, me being the
youngest and my oldest, you know, 3, full, I mean, I was growing
up on pot roast and chicken and they were growing up on rice and
everything else, and so [pause], so it was just very different. I
never grew up like having a speech impediment because, you
know, my parents speaking Korean to me or. ..just never really
thought about it.
So, explain to me what you mean by the word Americanized.
What does that word mean to you?
Um, it [pause], I mean, just the way that my mother was brought
up and they way that she is, is very different from what American
society tells you. It, it [pause], I really say that because like I see in
her, like for her instance, she eats rice everyday, and like rice is a
definitely an Asian culture thing. It's not like you, the food we eat,
it's like that. Um, she Americanizes by giving us pizza and
making us spaghetti and not making us eat Korean food every
single day. And the way she disciplined us; we used to get spanked
when we were little, but then as soon as we got older she realized
that it wasn't really the thing to do, and.. our discipline wasn't
really as strict as her' s was or even other Korean parents were to
their kids, you know, it isn't like a smack on the hand and you get
reprimanded.. I don't know, we were a little bit more free spirited,
we weren't so close minded to being able to go to a dance or go
shopping, and we wear clothes that were kind of revealing, just
stuff like that. Like that is definitely not [pause], like I would say
for her Korean culture, you know. I mean their kids are very,
everyone is really well mannered and like, held their tongue at
certain times and never really speak their mind, and, you know, if
your dad told you to do something, you do it without question; just
stuff like that. I mean .. my parents wouldn't let my older sisters go
to dances when they were in high school, but then when it came
down to me they were kind of like, 'I don't care as long as you
don't get arrested.'
What do you think inspired your parents to Americanize as you
say?
I really, really think they wanted us to fit in, you know what I
mean. They didn't want us to have hard times that they did. They
didn't want us to struggle growing up and not being able to speak
English correctly and having people make fun of us. I mean, my
dad went through that trying to find jobs and people'd make fun of
him because he couldn't pronounce his 'Rs' or his 'Ss' and things
like that. I know my parents have definitely told me this, but that's
the reasons why they work so hard is to make us fit into the culture,
I mean, you know, they've worked so hard to put us through high
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CCWE:
Kim:

school and put us through college, that's something they never had.
So, they're pretty much working.. you know what I mean? .. they're
making our lives better because they don't want us to have to do
what they dealt with.
How do you feel about being Americanized?
Um, well, it's easier for me. I mean, being in America, you know
what I mean? It doesn't really seem to be a problem, I mean, since
we're here, you know, it doesn't seem like it's going to hinder me,
all it can do is help me. It's [pause] , if l have gone to Korea or
something and lived there instead, it might be a huge shock. I
mean, I never think anything different with it because I definitely
know where my roots are, you know, i(s not like I forget it, it's not
like I forget I'm Korean. I'm still Korean, but I'm also American.

In furthering her discussion of how she is Americanized, Kim also connected
sport with being Americanized:
. . . why I've become so Americanized, just the people that I hang out with. I think
the food I eat, the traditions we do, just stuff like that, going to school and then
·going to a camp. I don't really hear much people in Asia going to camps, you
know? You don't go to sports camps. Another thing, yeah, especially being in
sports as a woman, and being in a male dominate sport, too. Just [pause] you
don't hear that very much.
Michelle explained, being Americanized for her involved not resembling the
stereotypes commonly associated with being Asian. As revealed in Michelle's profile at
the beginning of this chapter, she also talked about how others viewed her as not a normal
Asian because of not having certain test scores or grade point averages that were expected
of her because of her Asianness (i.e. background, parents, phenotype); therefore, this
contributed to Michelle's definition of what it means to be Americanized. Michelle
further recognized that many of her personality characteristics oppose what her relatives
in Korea think she should be:
.. .I mean, I'm not a typical, in the sense, like with my relatives in Korea, they
don't see me as a typical female; they seem me as, I mean, I'm not afraid to be
competitive, I'm not afraid to speak my mind when need be, I'm not afraid to try
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and succeed professionally, . .! don't have children yet and I'm 34. I mean it's
everything that my family back or my relatives in Korea think I should be, and
their families or their kids are, I mean, it just isn't like that.
Michelle also further elaborated on the cultural differences between herself and her
Korean ethnic family by touching on the issues of gender and sexism with regard to her
parents relationship and gender roles:
... and it's so funny because my relatives .. even my relatives when they come visit
me or I see them, they definitely are like 'Gosh, she is so Americanized' .. and I
mean, they say it because I'm very opinionated with certain things, very convicted
with certain things, not afraid to verbalize it if I truly believe that, and I think a lot
of times too in our culture, um [pause] females [pause], I'm sure believe a lot of
certain things, but they're just not allowed, or may be not respected enough to be
able to just verbalize it, and when they do verbalize it, it's probably not, [pause]
the words are probably not as weighted as a male. Um, and, it's just, it's more so
my mom's generation, I mean, it's one of those things, you know, you don't speak
unless you're spoken to, and if you're younger and you have an elder that's at the
table, you don't just come out and say things. And, so I think those kind of things
still kind of stay with me. But, I mean, I definitely as far as, I mean, my ways of
thinking, certain views as far as abortion, marriage, as far as career, I mean
whether you consider it American, it's definitely not Korean whether it's
American or not. It could be European for all I know, but it's definitely not
Korean.
Another factor that Michelle revealed as to what it means to be Americanized was
mentioned in her profile; however, I think it should be re-emphasized. I thought what
Michelle said was powerful and seemed to catch part of the essence of what the other
participants were talking about regarding what it means to be Americanized:
Um, [pause] when I think of Americanized I think of how you want your family
unit to be. When I think of Americanized, I think of how a typical American
family should be. I remember when I would go to the mall with my family, um,
my parents, my dad always spoke to me in English, [pause] that was always the
way it was. When my parents, when I was with them and they would speak to me
in or speak to each other in Korean in public, I always thought, 'ok, that's not
normal. ' You know, like that's not, [pause] I mean we shouldn't be doing that,
we should, they should be speaking in English all the time. Sometimes we would
go on a picnic or something and, you know, you think of American families
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having the hotdogs or the sandwiches and stuff, and, my parents would always
bring like, they would pack little things of Korean food and eat with chopsticks in
public, and you just, you know, to them that's just normal, and I thought ' this is
embarrassing,' I mean, you know? They are supposed to be like eating with a fork
and those things, but for me I would always eat with a fork in public, and I would
always, I mean, I only knew how to speak English anyway, but, you know, I
always thought like those were the things you were supposed to do.
As Michelle continued, she further explained:
... a lot of times too, I think of Americanized, I think of attitude. I think so much
that the American attitude is being very proud of being an American and having, I
me� I think a lot of times certain Americans have certain attitudes of when
you' re in this country you need to speak English and you need to do this, and so
forth, and I think that's [pauseJ growing up, I think I was a little bit more like that,
like, you know? I'm not going to lean how to speak Korean. I was stubborn with
a lot of those kind of things.
MicheHe also related being Americanized to having an interest in music and "wanting to
be educated, continue on with their education and continue on as far as getting a job. I
think it's something, probably not as progressive as it is here, but I think it is coming
along."
Veronica in her discussion of what it means to be Americanized put forth an
interesting notion of always wanting to have a "normal" name. A normal name, as
Veronica stated, is having "an Americanized name like Sarah or Jennifer." Veronica also
revealed ways in which she views herself to be Americanized:
I'm just, I mean Americanized. I see, I guess, when you look in the mirror you
realize what you are [pause] like your outward appearance. But sometimes, I
know this sounds ridiculous, cause sometimes I forget that I'm Asian too just
because I'm just like everybody else.
[ ... ]

.. .I go about how things are around me. I'm not stuck, you know, and continuing
everyone by saying 'well, you're not doing this right because that's not how we do
it or how our culture does it.'
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[ ... ]

Just, I go to football games, it's not like I'm down town selling fruit with my
little sister on my back or anything like that...Like in Vietnam, My mom, she
[pause] I don't know, when she gets angry she's like 'you know, if you were still
in Vietnam you'd be selling fruit at the market with your sister on your back,'and
I'm like 'well, guess what mom. We're in America and yeah, I'm not selling
fruit,' so, I'm not leading the same lifestyle I would be if I was still in the country
that I'm from. So, I mean, I'm just living like everyone else, all my friends and
stuff here, doing the things they do here.
I already explained what Anne had to say about herself in regard to being
Americanized in her profile, but I think it is important to reiterate what she said. Anne's
comments on what it means to be Americanized nicely summarizes the details and
descriptions of what the other co-participants have put forth about being Americanized
and what that means to them. In Anne's words:
Americanized is when they're like me. They don't, you know, [pause] I was
raised here. I wasn't raised somewhere else .. .
When I asked Anne to elaborate on what Americanized means, Anne also stated:
Americanized as in leaving or not being in touch with your actual ethnicity. I'm
not. I'm Americanized. I'm not very Asian. I'm more Caucasian than I am
Asian, and I know it. I look Asian, but I was not raised in an Asian culture.
Although the topic of Americanization was not discussed per se in Chapter Two,
the theoretical discussion of Asian American Identity, Female Identity Development,
Asian Women In American Sport, And Identity And Sport, researchers such as Kitano
( 1989), Lee (1999), Lott ( 1 998), and D. W. Sue et al. ( 1998) have described various stages
of identification to include how the co-participants have identified themselves above as
Americanized. The theories of Gilligan (1 993) and Miller (1976) also provide
explanations as to why the co-participants develop the identity of being Americanized.
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To begin, Miller's (1 976) theory of female identity development is based on the idea that
women's sense of self development is formed in a context of social connections with
others where building and maintaining relationships comprises her sense of self. This
was seen through the co-participants relationships they had with their parents. The
parents of the co-participants Riley, Michelle, Anne, Kim, and Veronica raised their
children as American citizens to embrace the values and culture associated with being
American, thus influencing how the co-participants self-identify themselves.
Gilligan ( 1 993) talks about how female identity development is based on
relational terms and the relationship between mothers and daughters. As the co
participants revealed in this study, especially under the subtheme Americanized, many of
them identify as being Americanized because of not only the relationship they have with
their mothers, but their fathers as well. Both parents related to their children that they
wanted their children to have more opportunities and experiences than they were offered
when growing up. The emphasis on speaking English, having an American education,
and assimilating into society were prominent issues for Michelle, Kim, and Julie's
parents, thus possibly affecting the way they self-identify as being Americanized.
Discussing the various stages of identification regarding how the co-participants
identify themselves as Americanized, Lott ( 1 998) discusses two types of bicultural
identity where one type describes those who were born in Asia but raised and educated in
the United States such as Julie. The other type of bicultural identity is where an
individual identifies as being "half and half' (Lott, p. 92). Lott mentions that this identity
is typically embraced by persons who grew up in Asia, but came to reside in the United
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States for much of their adult life. Persons of this level of bicultural identity are usually
familiar with both Asian and American identities and cultures, and the communities in
which they live are a mixture of people who identify as either more Asian or more
American (Lott, 1 998). Co-participants Riley and Becky both seemed to identify with the
second bicultural identity with which Lott refers.
Kitano ( 1 989) mentions that there are four types of ethnic identities, and one of
these ethnic identities is high assimilation and low ethnic identity (i.e. assimilation as the
process of acculturation, and ethnicity as the retention of attitudes and beliefs of the
culture of origin). As Kitano explains, this type of identity is associated with those who
feel "Westernized," and where there is little recognition of an ethnic background
regarding one's national origin. Those who identify with this identity also feel they are
"Westerners with an Asian face" (as cited in D.W. Sue et al., 1 998, p. 297). This was
evident with Veronica and Anne during their interviews.
Another type of identity was discussed by Lee ( 1 999). Lee mentions that
depending on the family's cultural structure, as well as the pressure(s) children may or
may not experience from parents to maintain ethnic practices, the experiences of a child
regarding ethnic and racial heritage affects identity development and how one self
identifies through stages oflife. This type of identity, of being Americanized, emerged
for many of the co-participants, as well as myself. Many of the parents (such as Kim's
and Michelle's) emphasized acculturation so that their children would not have to
experience similar "hardships" that they endured when they originally arrive in the U.S.
As for myself, from my personal experience, I concur with Lee's theory of family
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structure affecting one's identity development. My family structure is made up of
Caucasian Americans, thus, this in part helps to explain why I relate to my Caucasian
American family and culture and not with the Korean culture or ethnicity.
The second sub-theme of Embraced Identity is Justification and Rationalization of
Difference from Asian Ethnic Women. This is where the co-participants embrace, justify,

and rationalize their difference from Asian ethnic women.
Going back to Michelle and her discussion of what it means to be Americanized,
she refers to "them" as Asian ethnic women and stated:
.. .it's like comparing an apple and an orange. Because the way that I look at it is, I
look at them like how can they stay at home all the time or how can they live
there.
Two participants talked about how they felt like they were just like a white person
stuck in an Asian body. As Anne expressed:
Um, [pause] I'm just pretty much like [a] regular Caucasian American woman
who looks Asian... who's stuck in an Asian' s body. For example, coming [to
school ] here they wanted to make sure that it'd be ok with me if l didn't see a lot
of other Asian people, and honestly, I'm more comfortable. Like ifl walked into
a room full of Asian people, I'd be like 'Oh my God, look at all these Asian
people' [compared to] if I walked into a room full of white people, I'd be like
'Hey, what's up my people,' you know? It's like it wouldn't phase me a bit
because I've always� all my friends have always been Caucasian, or I guess I
should say non Asian, my friends, I mean. The only good friend that I've had
who's been Asian has been CJ (a pseudonym) who I played soccer with in college.
She's really Asian.
As Anne explained the difference between herself and CJ, she commented that CJ is from
Hawai'i, born in Kansas, and her father is in the military. CJ's father is Japanese and her
mother is Korean, and they all moved to Hawai' i when CJ was young. As Anne
described the difference between herself and CJ, she said, CJ is really Asian because
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Hawai'i is very Asian. Anne also mentioned that CJ' s mother's parents live with them, so
CJ grew up eating Korean food. Plus, there is a large Japanese population where CJ
lives, so she grew up with a Japanese influence, thus making her "very in touch with her
Asian culture," whereas Anne said she is not.
Veronica referred to herself as a "walking contradiction" as she compared herself
with other Asian women. Justifying and rationalizing this identity, Veronica explained
that some of her friends nicknamed her "LAW," Little Asian Whore, but asserted that her
friends know she really is not. Veronica noted, she said that her friends just "kid around
with that," and:
.. .in college it's all about fun, and you say whatever. There might be meaning
behind it, but I don't really see [pause], I mean, because they know me and how I
am, and I'm not, like, anything like that, like stereotypical. [Pause] Well, my
mother owns a nail shop, but I don't work there, and I'm not a whore, and I'm not
submissive or, you know, real quiet, so I'm kind of like a walking contradiction of
what they might see.
Kim in our conversation, she talked about how she is different from Asian ethnic women.
During this conversation, Kim touched on the issue of sexism regarding Asian women.
This is noted in her comments of Asian women not being lout or speaking out of turn.
Furthermore, the examples that Kim shared mirrored stereotypes American society has
about women of Asian descent as Feder (1 996) and Lovell ( 1 99 1 ) discuss. As Kim
explained:
I would say that they [Asian women] are much more, not as opinionated, not as
demanding, like in your face. I just don't see many Asian women being loud or
speaking out of turn. I think they're very [pause], they just seem to be very well
mannered women. You never really hear about Asian women getting out of hand,
or at least not in America. You just don't hear much about Asian people in
general causing fights and getting kind of crazy. That' s why I just think of
[Asian] women as being passive.
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[. . .)
Well, Asian women that were born and raised in an Asian culture and not in
America if that makes sense. It's completely two different worlds in that sense,
people, Asian women born and raised in Asia definitely are a lot more disciplined
and just quiet. But women that were born and raised here and they go off into the
working world are not like that at all .. .l mean, yeah, it's kind of like I put them in
two categories, being, the Americanized that are out there or the Asian American
ones that are just kind of put off to the side. I know it's a bad thought, but that's
what I see.
[... ]
... [They're) much more dominant (i.e. the Americanized Asians), in your face, you
know? They're not going to stand back and just take the easy way out. I just say
this because of my sisters. This is what I view. Also from the people I have been
growing up with, so this is what I've seen. They are definitely more opinionated
women who, you know, they're working their way up the corporate ladder and
supporting for their families. And the other women I see, mainly from church or
something, they get married, and they're just the quiet little wife. I mean, you
never really see people talk back, you never see them do any thing out of line,
they'll have the dinner ready when they get home, stuff like that.
[ ... ]
I think people view Asian Americans as much more passive though than
American women, just because I think that they always view them as being very
quite, but mostly much more passive than American women. I don't know.
People get shocked when [they] look at me and see an Asian woman talk out of
turn, they always view them as small and petite, and like a cute little package you
keep on the side, and so yeah, that's definitely what I think . . .and how I am.
The second sub-theme, Justification and Rationalization ofdifferencefrom Asian
Ethnic Women, is where the co-participants embrace, justify, and rationalize their identity

as different from that of Asian ethnic women. They embrace the identity that is similar to
what D.W. Sue et al. (1 998) put forth in their Asian American model of identification
regarding race and ethnicity. D. W. Sue et al. indicate that there are three types of Asian
Americans, each characterized by how they view themselves in relation to other Asians
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and those who are not Asian.
As D.W. Sue et al. (1 998) explain, one of the types of Asian American
identification pertains to those who tend to conform to the dominant culture and reject the
native culture. There may be unfavorable views toward one's ethnic group of national
origin- as well as hostility and conflict over the physical and psychological self. D.W. Sue
et al. (1 998) also offer that Asian Americans are "in a stage of self definition" (p. 295),
where pride is developed and embraced "in the formation of a new identity that
incorporates certain ethnic and mainstream values and sociopolitical elements" (p. 295)
which creates a bicultural orientation. Asian Americans in this stage may also challenge
or transform certain values such as the '\Jnquestioning obedience" (p. 296). This was
especially evident with Kim.
This level of self identification which D.W. Sue et al. mention was evident
through the above embraced sub-theme. Co-participants, Kim, Veronica, Anne and
Michelle all offered a formation of their identity which separates them from other Asians,
and they rationalized and justified this through comparing their differences with that of
Asian ethnic women. Furthermore, these same women all seem to have embraced and
conformed to American culture, but they have not totally rejected their culture of Asian
national origin. Kim and Michelle still recognize their Korean ethnicity and the holidays
associated with their ethnicity of Asian national origin. Through the conversations I had
with the co-participants, they did not appear to embrace unfavorable view's toward their
ethnic group of national origin; however, a few of them such as Kim did challenge the
"unquestioning obedience" which typically has been affiliated with Asian culture.
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The third sub-theme of Embraced Identity is Justification and Rationalization of
Selfthrough Race and/or Ethnicity. This sub-theme emerged as the co-participants

discussed who they are and how they identify themselves. As Marger ( 1 997) and Zack
( 1998) assert, people still correlate physical characteristics and hereditary characteristics
with race as a way of differentiating them from other humans. For example, the criteria
people use for recognized racial group membership are base�: on physical appearance
such as skin color, hair texture, and bone structure (Zack, 1 998). This was evident in
what all of the co-participants revealed regarding race; however, the complexity entered
when they used the terms ethnicity and race synonymously. Examples of this include
Veronica and her discussion of being Vietnamese American, struggling with what part of
her identity is Vietnamese and what part of her is American, and why. Julie in her
discussion of race and ethnicity said, the terms are "very similar":
" .. .I think the words are pretty interchangeable. I think that when you say the
word race, I think more of physical features, you know, differences in appearance
and so forth. And ethnicity is more of the culture of whatever race you're in"
(personal communication, July 14, 2002).
For Becky, she shared that,
"Um, I believe race and ethnicity are pretty much the same thing. What I was
trying to say there was that race is mainly, just what you, I don't know. I just view
it as race is something what you are right now. Like, I'm ½ Asian and ½
American or whatever you call it, and ethnicity is, I don't know. I believe that as
more something you believe in, what you bring into and mix it with what you are"
(personal communication, July l 0, 2002).
For Kim, she explained that race and ethnicity "go hand in hand" (personal
communication, July 1 5, 2002).
" ...race and ethnicity seem to go hand in hand though, do they not? Um, kind of
like what [pause], I don't know. Can't even say where you were born, it's kind of
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like who you are, culturally. I don't know. I guess with race, it kind of seems
more of like a color category of just like what your race is . .it seems to be black,
white, yellow, and mostly like color, and ethnicity seems to be kind of like, your
roots as to where you're from, your background, your heritage, they all seem to be
in play with ethnicity.
As for the complexity of ethnicity, Frankin (1998) notes that ethnicity includes
cultural traditions and customs, value systems and worldviews that are similar along
ethnic lines. As Marger ( 1 997) explains, ethnic groups are "subcultures maintaining
certain behavioral characteristics that, in some degree, set them off from the society's
mainstream, or culture" (p. 1 2); however, cultural traits are not reason enough to define
ethnic groups, since ethnicity involves as sense of community among its members
(Marger, 1997). Ethnicity also involves a sense of community or "oneness" (Marger,
1997, p. 13) which comes from having a common heritage or shared ancestry, and this
commonness does not necessarily have to be real. This was evident especially for Anne
when she discussed how she identifies racially and ethnically and referred to herself as a
"twinkie."

While listening to what Anne had to say about how she self identifies, I realized
the similarity between the two of us. In thinking about Marger's definition of ethnicity, I
have found solace to my own struggle of defining my ethnicity. Much like Anne, I have
identified with American culture and society through my Caucasian family, and I embrace
world views, cultural traditions, customs, and values systems which are not that of the
Korean ethnicity, but rather an ethnicity of my White family in American culture. My
ethnicity involves a sense of community or oneness that I have with my circle of friends
and family, where I embrace and share my family's heritage and ancestry, values, customs
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and traditions. Although I am not blood related, I still accept my family's history,
heritage and ancestry as my own, just as they accept me as part of them. So, as Marger
recognizes, this commonness or oneness that Anne and I feel towards our families does
not necessarily have to be real within the limits of our Asian country of origin, but rather,
ethnicity is defined on the sense of shared community, oneness, traditions, values,
customs, and world views.
The complexity of ethnicity was furthermore recognized through the co
participants' discussion of being Americanized, and not identifying, in part or whole, with
the ethnicity of their Asian country of origin. Furthermore, below are some of the
examples the co-participants shared regarding how they justify and rationalize their
identity through race and/or ethnicity. Riley talked about embracing the term Amerasian
as how she identifies herself. Originally, it was Riley's mother who ascribed the identity
of Amerasian to her, but Riley has embraced and claimed this identity for herself. In
justifying and rationalizing how she is Amerasian, Riley stated:
I mean, I'm not straight up Caucasian and I'm not straight up Asian.

[ ... 1
I'm American and I'm Asian. I mean, it's just [pause], cause I mean that's the
way I am. I'm American and I'm Korean, and so, I don't want to leave out one of
those cause that's who I am ...
When Riley said this, I became curious as to if there was a difference for her in using the
term Amerasian compared to Asian American. In justifying and rationalizing her use of
Amerasian, Riley said:
Well, I guess people that [pause] mixture [pause] like half and half that grew up
maybe in Asia predominately might feel themselves as Asian American cause
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their [pause] they probably grew up around the Asian culture more and less on the
America side. And the ones that grew [up] in America predominately might see
themselves as Amerasians, [pause] I guess that could possibly be that.
Julie in talking about how she identifies herself, she first said that she is Korean
and embraces this, but then she said she is Korean American. In rationalizing why she is
Korean American, Julie drew on phenotype, her parent' s ethnicity, American culture and
American ethnicity to justify this identity:
That is very hard because, you know, I was not, [pause] I feel like my, I mean,
I've had such a little interaction with like a true, like with a true Korean society
around me and so, then I think I would probably fall into that whole Korean
American category. It's sort of that little mix, where, you know, I'm Korean, I'm
in a Korean family, but, .. .in my education, it's all been in America. My friends
are all..predominately Caucasian. I mean, I could probably say at this point, all of
them are, and, so, you know, that's why I'd say, sort of Korean American.
[ ... ]

.. .I mean, it's just who I am, it's um,.. .I mean, I first feel like when I say Korean
American, I almost stress more of the American part than the Korean part because
I don't really feel like I'm very Korean at all, you know? I mean, the little things,
I don't speak the language, I don't, um, [pause] I just, I don't do very many things
that Korean people do, you know? I guess the main thing is the language. I don't,
um, I did not marry a Korean man. You know, it's like I'm very Americanized
which is probably because I've spent since I was born here, and growing up and
all of my school. Like I said, I mean, there were not very many Korean people at
all in my schools and so, [pause] and also, I think that my parents sort of changed
a little bit as long as they stayed in this country; they became more Americanized
too, therefore, my upbringing became more Americanized. Do you see what I'm
saying? So, to me when I say I'm Korean American, the Korean part, to me, is
just like a physical thing, you know? That's just, physically if you look at me, I'm
Korean or Asian, but the rest of me, the wh..how I act, the things that I do, the
things that I like to do, um, the you know, the language I speak and write and
communicate with, it's all American, you know? Or, English but American.
[ ... ]

I guess I would describe myself as Korean American, the Korean describing my
physical aspects and then the American more what I consider to be my
background because this is where I was brought up.
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In further talking with Julie about her identity as a Korean American, I asked her to
explain why she places Korean in front of the word American. Julie' s response was:
I always say Korean first, and I don't know why. I don't know if it's just that
because I've heard it my whole life or if cause I'm obviously Korean, and that's
probably why I put it first cause that's who I am. That' s my ethnicity, I am
Korean, that's my background, that's my heritage. I am Korean, so that's
probably why I put it first and because that's just the way I've always heard the
word.
[ ... )

The American is more because I just happened to be brought up here.
Because I was born and I was raised here, so I think that's what makes me more
American. But, my family, me, I mean, I'm 100% Korean, so that' s why I thought
that should come first.
Kim was very similar to Julie in justifying her identity; however, she did not draw
on phenotype. Instead, Kim rationalized her identity through her parent's Korean
ethnicity and asserted that this is "first and foremost" over being American:
I definitely know where my roots are, you know? It's not like I forget it. It's not
like I forget I'm Korean. I'm still Korean, but I'm also American.
[ ... )

... being Korean American is what I definitely am. ..People who say if you're
American Korean...you're saying you obviously think you're American first, does
that make sense? But however, I'm not. I'm Korean by the roots, I mean both my
parents are Korean
[ ...]

By putting anything first, you're obviously thinking a little bit more highly than
the others .. that's just what I think of that...where as I think of myself as Korean,
that's first and foremost, and I know that I am...unless I try to hide that fact and
say that I am American Korean.. .! mean, cause the first one is the dominant
one ..you know, you think that..oh they're saying American first, so are they
American and kind ofKorean .. so, that's just my view about it.
Michelle identified herself as both American Korean and Korean American, and
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she rationalizes this based on the amount of Korean ethnicity she acknowledges or
practices at various times throughout her life:
The older I get, I think ethnically, um, I think of myself more as a Korean
American or American Korean. I mean both. I think when I was growing up I
wanted to belong so badly that I think I, [pause] I mean, I was probably way more
Americanized and way more American in everything that I did. I am starting to
realize now, and I would say in the last three years more so because just the fact
that my father passed away, I am really starting to be a lot more in tuned with the
Korean culture. I think I have a lot more curiosity about it. I think I have a lot
more openness about it.
In trying to better understand what Michelle was saying, I asked her if when she says she
identifies herself as "both," if it is because she combines both cultures into what she
practices today, or if she says both because she is originally from Korea. Michelle
explained:
I think that's a little bit of both. I think the older I get, I think my culture, the
culture in Korea, um, and a lot of that as much as I may have in the past wanted to
deny or not wanted to think about it, I think growing up, you know, I always
thought of myself as, "I am an American for sure," and I am. But, I think the
older I get, there's no way around denying that I am an American Korean. I say
American Korean just because of the fact that I grew up in the US basically all of
my life. Um, I find that there's some things, (pause] um, as open minded as I am,
there's some things I'm, that I'm very, not closed minded, but probably very
certain about that probably has to do a little bit with my.. upbringing and my
culture. But it's, you know, I haven't really lived in Korea or been back there for
an extended period of time to know exactly what the culture is. I don't, [pause] I
mean, I still believe there still has to be a strong sense of family, a strong sense of
respect as far as... as to your husband, with your husband.. um .. which I think is very
important in our Korean culture. But I also believe certain old beliefs in the sense
of maybe the wife staying at home, I'm not so sure I believe that. I mean, I'm
pretty sure I don't. But, I'm sure there's a lot of things I'm not even aware of that
make me realize that I mean, I definitely have a lot of Korean in me other than just
the physical aspects.
Unlike how Michelle, Julie, Riley and Kim, explained their identity through race
and ethnicity, Veronica expressed that she sometimes embraces her Asian identity
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through the justification or rationalization of whether she has something to gain (i.e
positive attention) by embracing her Asianness. Veronica suggested that her Asian
identity is a double edged sword:
I [pause] well, it's kind of a double edged sword, cause it's [pause], say you like,
if you're in a big crowd and you do something crazy or just something to bring
attention to yourself, then everyone's gonna be like 'oh yeah, it's that Asian girl
that did it,' you know? So you can't hide in the masses unless it's a masses of
your own people, but, on the other hand it could be like if it' s something good, it's
like 'oh yeah, it's that Asian girl,' so, you're like 'yeah, it was me and not any of
these other regular people.'
In the above passage, Veronica revealed how she has a moment of feeling like she
embraces her identity of racial difference, but then negotiates how she would like to hide
her Asian identity if a situation brings negative attention.
Researchers/theorists D. W. Sue et at ( 1 998), Kitano ( 1 989), Kim (200 1 ), and Lott
( 1 998) also suggest that Asian Americans identify themselves through discussing their
race and/or ethnicity, and co-participants, Riley, Julie, Kim, Veronica and Michelle did
justify and rationalize their identity through this type of discussion. Riley identified
herself according to Lott' s (1 998) ethnic and racial identity model where she views
herself as "half and half' and is familiar with both her Asian and American identities and
culture. Julie, Kim, Veronica and Michelle seemed to identify more accordingly to Kim's
(200 1 ) five stage Asian American identity development model. Although Kim notes that
these five stages (ethnic awareness, white identification, awakening to social political
consciousness, redirection to an Asian American consciousness, and confidence in Asian
American identity) are sequential in nature, they are not linear nor automatic, and it is
possible that an Asian American can maintain a certain level of identity development

172
regarding race and ethnicity and not progress forward. In conversing with the co
participants, they all seemed to identify to Kim's third category while also achieving parts
of the fourth category (i.e realizing what parts of themselves are Asian and what parts are
American and knowing they belong in the U.S.); however, they did not display a
complete understanding of the politicalness of being Asian American, discuss an
immersion in the Asian American experience, nor experience a sense of outrage and/or
anger toward the dominant white society because of the racism directed at Asians.
The fourth sub-theme of Embraced Identity is Perception ofEquality or Inequality
in American society. This sub-theme represents the embraced perceptions the co
participants have regarding equality and inequality between themselves as women versus
men in society, and the perceptions of equality and inequality in American society as
Asian women. Riley stated:
I still think we' re viewed unequally, but, I still feel that women are viewed
behind; especially in engineering, I still see it more ... the guys try and be like 'well,
I'll do it. I'll do it,' 'you just worry about the numbers or something,' or they just
try and take over and they don't feel like we can do it as well as them.

[... ]
Socially I don't feel that we are behind. Career-wise I feel we're behind, cause I
mean, there's still, I mean, you can still see incomes and all that, that men with the
same education, same occupation and everything that men are still paid higher
than a woman type thing, and with wanting to go in to medical school there's still
more on that especially with wanting to be a surgeon.

[.. . }
It's that whole, women should be at home type thing, and men should be out
working and women should be at home producing babies, and ... that whole stupid
old fashion southern mentality.
With regard to perceptions of equality and inequality and Asian women in American

1 73
society, Riley offered:
I'd say, depending where you're at. Out west, it's not really noticeable as much.
Just I think people are more open minded out west any ways, and probably up
north, too. In the south, it's as probably as bad as being African American in my
opinion.
[ .. .]
It's that whole southern mentality I guess. And there's part of that southern
mentality on women also, it's just that unless you're white male, you're really not
as good, I guess.
Julie indicated:
I' ve always just felt like women that it's just harder for women. I think that it's
harder for women to earn respect in society's eyes.
[ ...]
Um, I think because traditionally it's a man's world as far as, you know, I think
that if you look at any family, everyone pretty much assumes that the husband is
out there, you know, definitely is working, and then you never know if the wife is
working or does she just stay at home. It's just harder to place women in the work
place, I think.
[. . . )
I think that women are viewed as um, the weaker sex, you know, physically. Um,
which is sort of an obvious thing. I mean, men are just bigger than women, and I
guess stronger than women. And, then I also think that women, um, and I think
that women have probably come a long way as far as, you know, how..where they
can go, as far as what positions they hold, in whatever job they're in, I think that
they can advance more than what they use to be able to, but I also still think it's a
little bit harder for women. I think it's harder to earn respect. I think, like for
myself, personally, I mentioned before that I'm a physician. I'm also young and
so whenever I am at the hospital or at a meeting a lot of times, there's a lot of
nurse practitioners in my practice also, so a lot of times, you know, the other
physicians, the one's who've not met me before will ask me if l'm one of the
nurse practitioners. And so, you know, that' s why I think it's still hard. You just
wouldn't look at a young woman and think that she's a physician.
Talking about her perceptions of equality and inequality with regard to Asian
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women, Julie had similar comments to Riley's:
Um, I think it's probably harder for Asian women just because, um and then I also
think it depends on where you live, like where in the United States you live.
Because I do think that (pause], I guess, speaking for me, an Asian woman in the
south, I think it's hard. Because, I think, it's just hard to get accepted in the south
for the most part as opposed to the larger cities in the north. My sister lives in
[the north], and that's a pretty, from what I understand from her, a pretty racially
diverse city, as opposed to [here] where it's not quite that way. So I think it's
harder for Asian women. You know, I think it, because again, number one, you're
a woman, number two, you're not really [pause], you know, you're not white,
you're not, you know, 100% from the United Sta [pause] ah, ah, I hate to say it
that way. I guess you're just not white, and so I think it's a little bit harder.. .!
think that you're just a different race. You're not the majority. And probably in
anywhere you go in this country, you're not going to be. I mean, unless you're
like in Chinatown or something, you know, um, but I think just in general, you're
not the majority.
Becky stated that she thinks women are viewed:
Obviously lesser than men. As far as what, you know, the work world and what
we can accomplish and all that stuff, and I think that society views more women
as the care takers, um, home. I know we've changed a lot over the years where
women do work and do pursue their own careers and are individual people, and
not expected to be housewives, but there's still that underlying concept that we
expect women to do that, and raise families and, you know.
[ ... ]

Now a days, I think they are getting more responsibilities and expected more of,
but, you know, like they were saying [referring to a class she had this summer],
women are expected to be the people who hold things together, hold the family
together, you know? Expect to hold their virtues, you know? Women can't cheat,
but it's a little more accepted when men do. I just think there's so many
expectations of women out there that sometimes it's hard and scary because you
don't know if you can fill all of them, you know?
Michelle offered the following:
I don't think it's equal, but I think it's gotten better. I think that a lot, especially
now since a lot of families need to have a two person income, I think the role of
the woman having a professional life or a professional job is, it's important. I do
have several friends who are in the corporate world, and they still feel, I mean
there are certain chauvinisms and there are certain times when they feel like they
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have to work harder, longer. The big thing we talk a lot about is, there's still a
certain, um [pause] generalization in the comparison and differences of men and
women. One that we talked about, one that I talked with one of my friends,
actually yesterday, was how it seem like a lot of times when there's a female
who's very assertive she's considered a bitch or just really pushy. When there's a
man or a counterpart who's the same way, he's considered taking the initiative
and assertive, and it's, it's still' [pause] I mean I think it's better, but I think it's
still very difficult.
As for Asian women in American society, Michelle stated the following:
I still don't think it's equal, but I think it' s getting better, and I think even for
Asian women. I think a lot of it just has to do with just how much they are
exposed. I think, [pause] recently I see a lot more newscasters and actresses and
athletes and, I think it's something, you know, the more people or society's
exposed to it, I think in time, um, just professionally, the more successful they are,
will and can be accepted. I don't know. I think it's just hard when you have a
stereotype or society has a stereotype for so long, I think it just takes a while for
the barriers to break a little bit.
Veronica expressed that:
Um, of course it's always, you know, they're the lesser half. It's getting better,
but I stil1 don't see it being equal, like complete equals or for a while. Even in the
pay which, like I would argue cause I just like to argue . . .I don't know, it just
upsets me from how, you know, how we're treated as the, you know, the inferior
of the two sexes
Interestingly, Kim was the only co-participant who perceived that women are
equal to men and that there are no differences between them; however, Kim was al so the
co-participant who identified as being her father's "boy." Remembering what Kim said,
she shared that " ...After having four girls, one of them has to be the boy, so I was pretty
much it." As Kim explained her perception of women being equal to men, she said:
.. .I think women are definitely making a bigger mark now in society, just kind of
opening up doors for other women ...
[... ]
I really think that they're just as equal as men. I don't usually put a marker
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between men and women. I don't think I've ever been put in a position to where I
had to actually see one or the other, does that make sense? It's never really just
crossed my mind to be like viewed as we're separate. rve always just kind of
assumed, men and women are men and women.. .I mean, there are [differences] to
a point. Like for instance, like most predominate leaders have always been males,
but, I don't see anything different with that. I guess, I'm set in my old ways, like,
I still think that males should be the provider and all that kind of stuff, but I never
really [pause] I'm not a big feminist. I'm not one to be out there and always
fighting for women's rights. I mean, I definitely agree with women's rights, but
I'm not one to completely make a life from it.

[. . . ]
I think just in general, women, mostly in the job field are becoming more equal.
Women aren't being taken for granted. They're not just looked at as a home wife
or some body to stay at home. They're no longer looked at as somebody to do the
house work. They can now be considered the bread winner of the family. More
and more women nowadays, if you look at husband and wives, they both work,
not one of them works and the other one stays at home, especially women, that's
what they' re considered to do, stay at home and tend to the house chores, but, I
think my biggest thing is in politics, too. Just seeing how normal women are
running for congress, senate, US representatives and you didn't really see that as
much as before. Women are stepping up and trying to take their role in the
government or just in life in general. That's why I think women are pretty more
equal. Also, I think people are now not really looking at women as passive... you
know, they're not as looked down upon. They see that women are just as good as
men in everything they do. For every guy that had a good job, and is a really good
person, there's a woman right there who can do the exact same thing.
Anne offered a thorough discussion of how she perceives women in American
society regarding equality and inequality:
Um, I think women are viewed as kind of a threat to the male dominated society
that historically our country has been and still is. I think that people are starting to
celebrate women more as being like, you know, useful as a part of society as
opposed to just baby makers and house mothers and house wives and what not.
(useful how?) Useful for education, medicine, all the major areas, even
government coming from I don't see a woman president anytime in our near
future but knowing that it will happen at some point. Um, and, it just has to be
the right kind of women for people to accept . Um, people, the general American
public, don't like narley women. (Narley women?) Narley, like you're trying to
be a man? They want women who are pretty, who are smart and elegant but at the
same time can do the same job a man can. There's definitely a very um, there's
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physical characteristics that come along with acceptance by society.
The fourth sub-theme of Embraced Identity, Perception ofEquality or Inequality
in American society, represents the embraced perceptions the co-participants have

regarding equality and inequality in American society as well as between themselves
versus men in society. This sub-theme was not discussed according to a level of identity
development for women of Asian descent; however, it was discussed in part, under Asian
American Identity and Historical elements regarding Asian American women.
The ideas that the co-participants embrace regarding perceptions of equality or
inequality in American society and versus men mirrors that of what L. Fong ( 1 997)
discusses regarding the model minority myth; the model minority myth distracts attention
away from the less affluent and less educated segments of the Asian American population
as well as minimizing the negative impact of discrimination and inequality experienced
by Asian Americans. The voices of the co-participants also mirrored what Espiritu
(1 997) discusses regarding how Asian women fit within the socioeconomic sphere which
was not discussed in this review of literature. Both Espiritu ( 1 997) and L. Fong ( 1 997)
assert that Asian American women earn less money than Asian American· men and
Caucasian men for each level of education attained, and they are more likely to remain
marginalized in their work organization and encounter a "glass ceiling."
Fractured Identity

The third theme is Fractured Identity. The co-participants seemed to experience
this in moments where they felt like they embraced a whole aspect of an identity, but
struggled with trying to negotiate how another aspect or other aspects of their identity fit
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together. In some cases, the co-participants seemed to have a moment of not knowing
where they belong in the sense of how to identify themselves. As Hall (2000) points out,
" .. .identities are increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply
constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic discourses, practices, and
positions ... " (p. 1 7). This was evident throughout the three subthemes which emerged
from this theme. The first sub-theme is Indecision/Confusion of Identity with or without
Confusion of Terminology, the second sub-theme is Biracial, and the third sub-theme is
the Desire to Blend (i.e. be "Normal").
The first sub-theme, Indecision/Confusion ofIdentity with or without Confusion of
Terminology, Veronica talked about feeling like she is "just another white person stuck in

an Asian body." In explaining this, Veronica used her race and ethnicity to describe how
she defines herself, and why she feels like she is a white person stuck in an Asian body.
Through her examples, Veronica uses the terms race, ethnicity, culture and nationality to
discuss how she identifies herself, but she seems to have moments of indecision and/or
confusion with the terminology she uses:
Veronica:

CCWE:
Veronica:
CCWE:
Veronica:
CCWE:

Race [pause], I think, race is more where you're from and ethnicity
is like, it's also where you're from, but more I think has to do with
your culture; moreso thanjust race. Race is like a general term, I
think.
Such as?
Um, like the Hispanics, but then like within the Hispanics.you
know, there's Mexicans or Spaniards, like [pause] it' s more, I
guess, it's more distinguished with ethnicity.
Okay.
So, like race, I would say I'm Asian but with my ethnicity, I would
say I'm Vietnamese. You know? Do you understand what I'm
saying?
I kind of understand what you're saying, but I'm trying [pause] I'm
still a little caught up on race being where you're from, as far as,
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Veronica:

CCWE:
Veronica:

CCWE:
Veronica:
CCWE:
Veronica:

because I think I heard you say, race is where you're from and then
you said Hispanic, and then you said there's Mexicans and then
there's Spaniards.
I think it' s more used as a general term, you know? Kind of like
on surveys or like test stuff and there's your race. It's like you
know, are you white Caucasian, are you black, are you Hispanic,
are you Asian or other. I don't know, but then like if they [pause]
people would say when they asked me they would either say
[pause], they don't say what' s your race. Cause I guess it's kind of
obvious what your race is, but they would either say what is your
nationality or what's your ethnicity.
So what does nationality mean to you then?
I kind of think they mean the same. Like nationality and ethnicity
mean the same. Nationality basically, you know, what country are
you from? And ethnicity is what country you're from, but also
entails culture, I think.
So, what country would you say you're from?
My parents, [pause] this is how I say it. My parents are from
Vietnam. I am from America.
· So when somebody asks what nationality are you, what do you
say?
I say I'm Vietnamese.

In further talking with Veronica, I asked her about where does being from America come
into play with all of these terms she is talking about. Veronica said:
Well, I might have said it wrong, but when people ask me where am I from, I
don't really say I'm from America. I say I'm an American and my parents are
from Vietnam. I guess foremost, I see myself as an American more so than
Vietnamese just because I was raised here and raised in the ways that American
society or whatever, but I still have because of my parents, I'm still Vietnamese
and I have some of the cultures, all about the respect and the honors and stuff like
that.
When I asked Veronica later in our conversation� I asked her how she views herself
racially and ethnically, and she said:
I'm just, I meart, Americanized. I see, I guess, when you look in the mirror you
realize what you are like your outward appearance, but sometimes, I know this
sounds ridiculous cause sometimes I forget that I'm Asian too just because I'm
just like everybody else, but um,... and I don't want to say I'm pure Vietnamese
either because like in blood I may be, but growing up I'm pretty..l'm V�etnamese
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American just because I've been in America. Like I'm Americanzied, and I go
about how things are around me. I'm not stuck, you know and continuing
everyone by saying ' well, you're not doing this right because that's now how we
do it or how our culture does it.'
Veronica also demonstrated confusion and indecision of her identity:
Um, I don't think I really [pause], I see myself as more Vietnamese when I'm with
my Vietnamese people, like with my family. My friends, like my American
friends, I'm just American... But, as far as everything else goes, . .I'm just another
white person stuck in an Asian body, I guess.
She furthermore struggles with negotiating her how she is American:
Well, if someone said 'what's your nationality?' . .I'd straight out say that I'm
Vietnamese, but they're like 'where are you from' and I'm like, 'well, I'm an
American, but my parents are from,' I guess what they're getting at is 'where are
you from?' thinking that I was born in Vietnam, so I'm just like 'well that's nof
correct if I'm assuming what you're assuming' Then I'm just going to clarify and
say that I'm an American cause I was born here, but my parents are Vietnamese.
[ ... ]

I'm just like 'yeah, well I'm American because I was born here, born of this soil
and technically that would make me an American. I mean I didn't have to go
through the citizenship or anything like that, so I'm an American citizen, but my
nati..l guess my background would be that may parents are from Vietnam so I'm
Vietnamese
Anne when she talked about her identity, she too seemed to have a moment of not
knowing exactly how to explain herself:
I'm just pretty much am like [a] regular Caucasian American woman who looks
Asian, who's stuck in an Asian's body. For example, coming here they wanted to
make sure that it'd be ok with me if l didn't see a lot of other Asian people, and
honestly, I'm more comfortable, like if l walked into a room full of Asian people,
I'd be like 'Oh my God, look at all these Asian people.' If I walked into a room
full of white people, I'd be like 'Hey, what's up my people,' you know? It's like
it wouldn't phase me a bit because I've always, all my friends have always been
Caucasian, or I guess I should say non Asian.
( ... ]
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Like I'm not very Korean, so I'm not [pause], I don't identify well with my culture
and I don't have a strong ethnic background ... Like I told you, I'm pretty much
white girl trapped in an Asian's body .. .l'm a twinkie, ... white on the inside, yellow
on the outside .. . I look Asian but I'm more American than Asian. As far as
culturally .. .l consider myself Asian and my physical nature Korean, and my mind
and my experience, I am a Caucasian American.
Kim also put forth her feelings of confusion and/or indecision regarding her identity:
.. .I don't know, it's kind ofweird, just hanging out and being with so many
Americans my entire life, I don't really think about me really being Asian until I
go home . When I go home and see my mother and dad I definitely realize I'm
Korean, watching tv, it's Korean tv, or eating Korean foods, or tal<lng off our
shoes inside. Just little things like that and it just brings me back to reality, or not
really reality, but it brings me back to know that I am Korean. .. we're all very, I'll
say again, Americanized, but I don't think anything of it [being Korean) until I go
home.
Another example of experiencing confusion of identity involves the feeling of
"not being Asian enough." As Anne explained:
... Asians assume that I fit in their group. I'm more comfortable talking with
obviously Caucasian people cause that's who I've always been around so it takes a
minute for them to realize 'Oh, she's like us' rather me walking into a room full
of Asian people and have them like stare at me because I'm not Asian enough, or
because I get this feeling from some people that they feel like I've abandoned my
culture or that I think I'm too good to be Asian. So, like 'Oh, well, she thinks
she's too good for us' and 'blah, blah, blah and this and that' or 'She'd rather be
white than be Asian,' [and] it's not that at all; that's just how I was raised and
besides physical characteristics I relate to Caucasian people better because I grew
up in a white area, and in Americ� speaking English, and I speak more Spanish
than I speak Korean, you know?
The sub-theme, Indecision/Confusion ofIdentity with or without Confusion of
Terminology was evident for Anne, Veronica, and Kim. All three co-participants had

difficulty with finding the terminology they wanted to use to describe their identity,
especially when it came to the words and meanings they have of race and ethnicity. As
Zack (1 998) indicates, ethnicity, in the past, has often been used interchangeably and in
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conjunction with the term race, but ethnicity does have a separate meaning unto itself.
Remembering from the earlier discussion on how the co-participants self-identify
racially and ethnically, Franklin (1998) notes that ethnicity includes cultural traditions
and customs, value systems and worldviews that are similar along ethnic lines. Marger
(1 997) explains that ethnicity involves a sense of community among its members, and a
sense of community or "oneness" (p. 13) which comes from having a common heritage or
shared ancestry; this commonness does not necessarily have to be real. Therefore, Zack
(1999), Franklin (1998) and Marger (1997) share a few possible explanations as to why
the co-participants experienced indecision/confusion of identity with or without
confusion of terminology.
For Anne, her indecision/confusion of identity seems rooted in what Marger
( 1997) explains as ethnicity involving a sense of oneness from having a common heritage
or shared ancestry which does not necessarily have to be real. Anne, who is of Korean
descent, was adopted into what she considers to be an "all white" family although her
mother is half Asian and half Caucasian. Anne identifies with her white family, their
ancestral heritage and ideologies (i.e. beliefs, values, and cultural practices), more so than
the ethnicity associated with being Korean, thus she experiences a fractured identity. The
fracture in her identity comes from her self identification as an American and relating to
Caucasian Americans, but realizing that her Asian phenotypical characteristics challenge
her self identification.
Kim and Veronica both seem conflicted with how they identify with regard to
embracing both their parents ethnicity and American culture. As Kim noted, she does not
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really think about being Asian until she goes home, because she embraces the identity of
being American. Veronica is similar to Kim. Veronica shared that she thinks of herself
as being more Vietnamese when she is with her family or Vietnamese friends, but
otherwise, she thinks of herself as a white person stuck in an Asian's body. Thus, the co
participants embrace the identity of being American, but their Asianness adds a fracture
to their American identity.
The way in which the co-participants described their identity(-ies) was also
fragmented and multiple, pulling and drawing on characteristics regarding race, ethnicity
and American culture. Remembering Kim and how she put forth her feelings of
confusion and/or indecision regarding her identity, she said embraced the identity of
being American, but dealt with confusion or indecision regarding her Asianness:
.. .I don't know, it's kind of weird, just hanging out and being with so many
Americans my entire life, I don't really think about me really being Asian until I
go home. When I go home and see my mother and dad I definitely realize I'm
Korean, watching tv, it's Korean tv, or eating Korean foods, or taking off our
shoes inside. Just little things like that and it just brings me back to reality, or not
really reality, but it brings me back to know that I am Korean ... we're all very, I'll
say again, Americanized, but I don't think anything of it [being Korean] until I go
home.
Also, remembering Anne and her analogy of being a twinlde, white on the inside, and
yellow (i.e Asian) on the outside, draws on the fragmentation and multiplicity of her
identity regarding race, ethnicity and American culture. Her identity is further
compounded with the feelings of not being Asian enough (Tuan, 1 999).
The second sub-theme of Fractured Identity is Biracial. Here co-participants
talked about how there is not a word for being biracial when it comes to completing
forms or surveys that ask about their race. The co-participants also mentioned not
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knowing how exactly to identify themselves at times. As Riley mentioned:
I would just choose Other. Just cause there isn't, I mean, I'm not straight up
Caucasian and I'm not straight up Asian. So, and they don't have a thing for
mixture so I just usually put other. Um, now if l need a scholarship, I'll put
Asian. Um, but [pause], it's (pause], I view myself as half and half. I mean, I
don't see one dominating thing or another.
Becky's statements below also demonstrate a fractured identity. In the first two
passages, Becky talked about being Asian and Thai:
Um, which race I'm closest to is [pause], I'm more Thai.
Furthermore, she stated:
.. .I do like the fact that I am Asian. I do like that culture in me.
However, in the following two passages, Becky experiences a moment of not identifying
as "completely Asian," in comparing what she said above; the fracture in her identity is
apparent. In asking her about her experiences in sport as a woman of Asian descent,
Becky stated:
You see, because I'm not completely Asian I can't draw that line of I'm going
against the grain, you know? I view myself as independent and, that sort of thing.
So I can't really claim either way.
[ ... ]

... And the fact that I know that I'm not what they think of as stereotypical Asian,
so, and I never really had people really think of me as being a complete
stereotypical Asian either because I am biracial.
In another passage, Becky struggles with her identity. Becky recognizes that her mother
views her as Asian, and she is conflicted with the perception how her mother thinks she is
supposed to be:
Becky:

Like, my mom last time we were in Thailand, she flat out said that
she was embarrassed of me.
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CCWE:
Becky:

Why?
... because I was fat. Like, right now I'm very self conscious. I
mean, ifmy own mother's embarrassed ofme, it can't get any
worse than that. Um, I'm very self conscious about it, but at the
same time I do know where she's coming from because she expects
me to be this little Asian petite girl, but I'm not, you know? She
thinks my sister's lost forty pounds, and she still thinks my sisters
big and she's got my sister to a (pause], she's got my sister taking
pills, 'she's gone to the hospital for malnutrition, and she's finally, I
mean she's small but she did it all the wrong way to where she has
more fat on her, but she's still small. And, you know, my mom
still thinks she's fat. She wants [pause], she views us like we
should be Asian kids, and she views us as being horrible children
because we're not the complete obeying children who listens to
their parents and does whatever they say without questioning them.

Along with the sub-theme, Biracial, there is also an emergence and merging of the
sub-theme confusion or indecision of identity with it. This is noticed in Becky's
following statement:
Um, my dad anytime when we were applying for college and stuff it was the
whole, 'mixed race,' 'say you're Asian, not white,' you know? Just so more
opportunities I guess with that [such as] scholarships because you're "the
minority," you know? But I go to Thailand and people don't think I'm Asian.
They call me Falang, they think I'm white.
In this statement, it is apparent that Becky further experiences a fracture in her
identity because of her indecision regarding her identity (i.e being biracial vs. Asian) at
the same time experiencing incidences of imposed identities from both her father and
other people (i.e. Asian and Falang).
The second sub-theme, Biracial, is included in the theme Fractured Identity
because of multiplicity of meanings behind this term. As Lott (1998) notes, biracial, or
those who identify as being ''half and half' (p. 92) embrace a bi cultural identity where
they are familiar with both Asian and American identities and cultures. This was evident

1 86
for both participants who experience a biracial identity.
As I discussed earlier, the complexity of how the co-participants' identify
regarding race and ethnicity, the way in which Becky and Riley identified was even more
complicated since they identified as being Biracial. Not only is their identity complex
from how they define themselves racially and ethnically, but they also experience a
fractured identity. Riley stated,
"I'm American and I'm Asian. I mean, it's just (pause], cause I mean that' s the
way I am. I'm American and I'm Korean, and so, I don't want to leave out one of
those cause that' s who I am."
An example of a fractured identity was evident in Becky' s and Riley's experiences of
facing a dilemma where they needed to identify themselves as either Asian or Caucasian
such as on scholarship applications or other forms which survey race and/or ethnicity. As
Becky and Riley both mentioned previously, they thought of being American first and
their Asianness as an intersecting aspect of their identity.
The third sub-theme of Fractured Identity is the Desire to Blend (i.e. be
"Normal"). This is where the co-participants expressed the desire to blend with the
majority (Caucasians), and not be seen as different because of their race. Julie, Michelle,
and Anne all expressed a desire to be "normal" or "blend in" with the majority. They all
appeared to struggle with the idea of knowing they looked different from others but not
wanting to be different. The co-participants embraced the identity of being American, but
their Asianness fractured their identity where they had a desire to blend with the majority.
As Julie mentioned:
I guess just to be more like my friends; to not look different from them...
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[ ... ]
I usually don't feel very different from other people, but whenever people ask me
that question [Where are you from?] then I think that, you know, um, that makes
me feel different [pause], that there's something about the way I look that
obviously is different from everybody else around me. So, um, you know, when I
was younger it used to make me uncomfortable, you know, cause no one likes
being different when they're little; you always want to blend in with everybody.
[ ... ]
.. .I think when you're younger, fitting in is very, very, very important in school,
and I think, I just think·it's important when you're little, or not little, but when
you're in middle school and stuff, when you don't want to do anything that makes
you stand out. I think that I did not want to fit in with them [ other Asian children]
because I think that if I spent a lot of time with them or did everything with them,
then it would make me more different, you know?.. .I went to an all girls school, a
bunch of Asian girls that only did things with each other and not with other people
in the class, and to me that just, I guess I felt like if I [pause], if I did that then I
would just be calling attention to the fact that I was a little different from
everybody. Plus [pause], I don't know. I don't know why...and, so I didn't spend
a lot of time with Asian kids ...probably more just by physical features, and I didn't
want to be included · being like that..being different or calling attention to the fact
that I was different. I don't know, it's just weird.
As Michelle shared, she said:
.. .I think, I just wanted a sense of normalcy and just kind of blending in because
I've always felt like as much as you try to blend in and maybe you are, you just
never are in the sense that you know [pauseJ, you, or at that time you're just living
in a community where you're more of a minority than you are a majority.
Anne inentioned:
... for me, l try not to set myself apart as being Asian. I try not to be like [pause].
Like, I feel weird when people are 'Oh, what's your favorite food?' and when I
say 'Oh, sushi' or 'Oh, I like rice' or [when people say] 'Ph, what kind of car do
you drive?,' and [I say] 'Oh, I drive a Honda Civic,' cause I don't want people to
say 'Oh, she's so Asian,' [pause], like, ' She's such the stereotypical Asian,' cause
I'm not, you know? ... Like I said before, I don't really like to point myself out and
I don't want to be stereotyped is basically what it is, and those three things are
very stereotypically Asian, and I don't want people to think that I'm like every
other Asian person.
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The last sub-theme, Desire to Blend (i.e. be ''Normal"), is where the co
participants expressed the desire to blend with the majority (Caucasians), and not be seen
as different because of their race. This was also another area where I understood what the
co-participants were saying, where as I had the similar desire to blend in with the majority
of my White peers. This level of identity the co-participants experienced was consistent
with Kim's (2001) five stage model of identity development of white identification. This
is where Asian Americans have a strong sense of being different from that of their peers.
As Kim mentions, this sense of difference may be produced from the experiences of
hurtful encounters with others where they may be made fun of or called names. In many
instances, there is a tendency for those to try and "fit in rather than stick out" (p. 74).
Along with this stage of white identification there are two ways of experiencing
white identification: 1 ) passively (i.e. times of wishful thinking about being white, and
reference values, beliefs and standards of whites as the norm), and 2) actively (i.e.
actively identifying with white people, not acknowledging any difference between
themselves and whites, and not wanting to be viewed as an Asian person). Asian
Americans may also alienate themselves from other Asians, as well as excell
academically. Of the co-participants who identified as wanting to blend with the majority
or not be set apart from the "norm," they all openly expressed their feelings of desire to
blend through· the reasoning and methods mentioned by Kim.

Experience ofIdentity Through Sport and/or Physical Activity
The fourth theme is Experience ofIdentity through Sport and/or Physical Activity,
and the theoretical base for this theme is similar to those which I previously mentioned in
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discussing the themes Imposed and Embraced Identities ; where they are never singular
and they are either embraced or imposed/ascribed. As MacCiancy (1 996) purports, sports
is another way in which people identify, and it may be an established identity for some or

a means by which a new social identity is created for another. There were three
subthemes which emerged from this theme. The first sub-theme is Imposed Identity(-ies)
through Sport and/or Physical Activity. The second sub-theme is Embraced Identity(-ies)
and/or Perceptions o/Characteristics through Sport and/or Physical Activity, and the last

sub-theme is the Experience ofExtended Identity(-ies) through Sporting and/or Physical
Activity Experience.

The first sub-theme, Imposed Identity(-ies) through sport and/or physical activity
represents how the co-participants experience their Asian identity in sport through
perceived perceptions others have of them.
The first imposed identity through sport and/or physical activity is being non
athletic, an imposed identity that I can relate to myself. As a friend revealed to me later
in our friendship, she had the stereotype that Asians were non-athletic. When I initially
told my friend that I was going for a run, she thought to·herself, "A run? She's going to
run?" thinking that Asian women did not run for fun. Co-participant, Becky, shared that
she has had similar encounters where she was perceived as non-athletic:

...the fact that you're not athletic, not as athletic as black and white Americans ....
you have the whole Asian thing, so you're slower, so they [other people] have
that. Plus the fact that you're female so you're going to be slower. Um, there's
that aspect of it, or that you don't have as much ability as someone of a different
race ...
[ ... ]
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.. .I guess it doesn't really bother me in that part just because I can show them what
I can do. If l can't show them then it makes me mad because there's that
stereotypical, um ... how shall I say this? Stereotypical idea that Asians aren't as
fast, they can't be athletic... Um, but yeah, a lot of people just view it that way, but
I guess it does bother me in a sense because I guess, just as much as everyone else
bothers them whenever they have that stereotypical gender role or stereotypical
background.
Although Michelle mentioned that she did not personally encounter any imposed
perceptions of Asian women in sport, she did, however, share the imposed perceptions
she heard regarding Asian women in sport and/or physical activity:
.. .I mean, just comments that I've heard. I mean, you hear of Asian women in
athletics being not so assertive and not so um [pause],doesn't have the real 'gun
ho' type personality. They kind of accept what is coming to them, or even like, in
the corporate world of, they might be a good secretary or they might be good as
far as working in a convenience store. And now, you know, you hear of actresses
like Lucy Liu or you see newscasters like Connie Chung, and, and, or golfers who
are successful, and it's [pause], I think it's something like, You know what?
They're not afraid to go out and go after it, and, You know, maybe if they are a
little bit more quiet it does not mean that they're not very goal oriented, but, you
know, it means that they can do stuff, but they're just not going to do it in the
American way of being brash and very forward, maybe ...
Becky revealed that her experience of an imposed identity with regard to being an athlete
was in Thailand. As she indicated:
...Like in Thailand for instance, a girl who' s athletic is considered a tomboy.
There's like no girl that works out there. [My roommate] is probably, the fact that
she's toned like that is bad, you know? The fact that I'm tall and, you know,
when I went there I was like [pause] more muscle. That was bad because women
are viewed as petite and small, and there are very few gyms there because even
men looked like the women, you know? There was no like, muscle difference.
You know how men work out more and are into size? There [in Thailand], there
was no size competition or anything like that.
Anne, in her discussion of sports, puts forth the idea that her mother imposed the idea
Asians are suppose to be smart, while at the same time Anne also embraced the idea that
Asians' physical stature holds them back from excelling in sports. In the following
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passage, both an imposed identity of Asians is apparent as well as an example of Anne
embracing the idea that Asians are not "advantageously gifted to excel in sports." In
Anne's words, she stated:
I think it's not, I mean, I see it as [pause], I see academics as a big Asian priority
because athletics are less of a priority to most Asian groups it seems than it is to
Caucasian groups. You don't very often see an Asian family raising their child
and breeding them to be a collegiate athlete or a professional athlete, but how
many parents do you see holding their boy back in school twice so that by the time
he gets to highschool he's going to be 16 and huge, you know? Like you don't
see that happening as much and like, I talked about the stature of Asians, there's
not too many Asians that are physically gifted I would say, or advantageously
gifted physically for them to excel at sports or the typical sports, um, so, and then
also you see that the stereotype of Asians is that they're very smart, so, I guess,
thinking about it now, I guess, I don't think my mom did it so much because she's
Asian, but she'd always mention how smart she thought Asian kids were or she'd
tell me you are Asian and you so much smarter_ and blah, blah, blah and this and
that, um� but the fact that she's not athletically inclined or is my dad, um, probably
makes it like, alright we have to do good in school because we couldn't play
sports, and so you should try to do good in school, too.
Anne has also encountered people who are unfamiliar with seeing Asian female athletes.
As Anne explains, she mentions the imposition that '4people think it's funny that Asians"
play soccer:
... but um, people think it's funny that Asians, that I played soccer, that I was like
an Asian athlete. (Why do you think people think that?) Um, just because I was,
there's not very many. And so, they were like 'wow,' 'look they've got an Asian
girl on their team.'
In contrast, Kim referred to her experiences with soccer when she younger and the
imposed identity by others in assuming that she was a great soccer player because of
being Asian. The following passage also reveals an embraced · opinion Kim has of Asians
and their abilities with playing ultimate frisbee. Although the embraced opinion that Kim
has of Asians being excellent ultimate frisbee players is not necessarily an embraced
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identity she holds about herself, it is an embraced opinion/idea she has regarding Asians
and their abilities in ultimate frisbee. I thought it was interesting to note the stereotype
Kim embraces pertaining to Asians in ultimate frisbee considering the fact that she is
Asian, too. As Kim revealed:
... like in soccer, people just assumed that I was going to be good cause I was
Asian, and I mean, cause just, that's what we know, and that's a big known. It's
kind of funny cause I was growing up playing soccer, my coach automatically
thought I was going to be good because he previously coached other Asians and
they were actually really good, so he had kind of assumed that I would be good
too because I was Asian, and I mean soccer, football is the predom, you know, the
sport that everyone loves, and so that's why he just assumed, well, I mean, it
didn't really hurt me or anybody any ways, so that was fine. And currently, in
ultimate frisbee right now, all of the Asians that play in this sport, I mean, this
sounds so bad, but they're definitely the best around, like, they're really, I don't
know why it's like this, but every Asian that I've met and played this sport is
awesome at it; um, like the top leading people. The women are just phenomenal,
being able to run the fastest and everything, and the men are just as bad.
Everyone's like, 'you guard him cause he's so quick' and stuff like that, so,...
As I noted that Kim embraced the opinion of Asians being excellent at ultimate frisbee,
Becky also had a similar comment to Kim's. Becky in her discussion of the imposed idea
that others think Asians are not as athletic as Caucasian or Blacks, she later included:
It's just the underlying assumptions people have that Asians, you know, like I said
before, aren't as athletic, and for the most part they aren't.
In the above two passages, I thought it was interesting to note that both Kim and Becky
contributed interesting aspects as to how they experience an imposed identity in sport (i.e.
assumed to be a good soccer athlete, not being very athletic, and being slow), but at the
same time, it sounded as though they too impose an identity on Asians in sport by
suggesting that Asians "for the most part aren't [athletic]" and that Asians are good
ultimate frisbee players.
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The first sub-theme, Imposed ldentity(-ies) through sport and/or physical activity
represents how the co-participants experience their Asian identity in sport through
perceived, imposed perceptions others have of them. Many of the characteristics the co
participants associated with imposed identities in sport and/or physical activities mirror
those which Coakley (2001 ) and· Lovell ( 1 99 1 ) discuss as negative stereotypes in relation
to sporting characteristics (i.e. subservience, weakness, passivity versus strong, powerful,
and aggressive). As Coakley states, "girls and women have been excluded from playing
many sports, or...they have been encouraged to play only sports that. emphasized grace,
beauty, and coordination" (p. 1 82), characteristics associated with hegemonic femininity.
Lovell ( 1 99 1 ) shares the myth of passivity, where Southern Asian women and girls are
perceived to be passive, frail, and small; therefore, they are disadvantaged when it comes
to participating in sport.
Interestingly within this sub-theme, co-participants, Becky and Kim, had
experiences of imposed identities regarding their abilities in sport; however, they also
seemed to embrace and impose identities on other Asians. For example, both Kim and
Becky contributed interesting aspects as to- how they experience an imposed identity in
sport (i.e. assumed to be a good soccer athlete, not being very athletic, and being slow),
but at the same time, they impose an identity on Asians in sport by suggesting that Asians
"for the most part aren't [athletic]" and that Asians are good ultimate frisbee players.
While I disagree with the imposed identities the co-participants place upon
Asians, I do understand where they have conceptualized their ideas of Asians in sport.
Coakley (200 l ) and Lovell's ( 1 991 ) theoretical discussion of women and Asian women
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in sport and Miller's ( 1 978) discussion of female identity development help to explain
this.
Coakley (200 1 ) and Lovell (199 1 ) discuss the stereotypes associated with Asian
women in sport and-theorize why there appears to be few Asian women in sport. Some of
these theories pertain to cultural values, gender roles, and stereotypes. Miller ( 1978) in
her discussion of female identity development, puts forth that a females sense of
development is formed in a context of social connections with others where building and
maintaining relationships comprises her sense of self. For example, as the co-participants
expressed, many of them have not encountered many other Asians in sport, and those that
they have, they have drawn conclusions based on those social interactions/relations as
well as from the stereotypes they have heard regarding Asians in sport. For example,
Kim talked about how her ultimate frisbee teammates conveyed to her that Asians are
good ultimate frisbee players. Kim embraced this identity because of what she was told
by her relationship to her teammates as well as what she has experienced (i.e. seeing
Asians performing well in ultimate frisbee). It was through these social connections and
building of relationships that Kim defined herself and other Asians as being good at
ultimalte frisbee.
Another example is the social connection Becky had with her Thai cousin in
regard to how she defined Asians as being non-athletic. Although Becky did not like
having the imposed identity of being non-athletic placed upon her, she was willing to
place this identity upon her cousin who lives in Thailand. Becky justified that because
she is not completely Asian, the stereotype non-athletic does not apply to her. However,
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it is the social connection that Becky had with those who imposed the non-athletic
identity upon her that she imposed on her Thai cousin through their relationship.
Thus, Becky defines herself as not fitting the non-athletic stereotype because she is not
totally Asian, and defines her cousin through their relationship as being non-athletic.
The second sub-theme, Embraced ldentity(-ies) and/or Perceptions of
Characteristics Through Sport and/or Physical Activity represents how the co

participants experience Asianness in sport. This is often experienced through the
perceptions they have of themselves as well as other Asian women in sport.
Michelle embraced a general perception that in the past, Asians have not been
"physically big people"; therefore, this has been a hindrance to them participating in
sports where physical size is an advantage in sport such as in basketball or football. As
Michelle mentions:
.. .I also think, um, physiologically, I think Asians or in the past Asians have not
been known to be very physically big people, and so I think that's something
that's always been a hindrance. I think they have recently been able to gravitate to
sports like tennis or golf because it's not a sport that's so challenging physically
like basketball or football or, you know, a sport you feel like physically it's going
to be an advantage for you to be big.
However, in talking about herself, Michelle did not allude to her physical size as being a
hindrance to her participation in sport and/or physical activity. Michelle embraced the
identity of being a "tomboy" because it represented an equalness between her and the
other children in her neighborhood when growing up:
I grew up as a tomboy, I mean, obviously being involved in tennis and, we did a
. lot of dirt bike riding and throwing rocks in the creek; we had this little creek in
our neighborhood. It's kind of neat cause I guess, um [pause] I can't remember
being in the neighborhood being teased as far as our culture or our ethnicity [or]
that being a problem because I think everything that the boys did in our
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neighborhood, I mean I was pretty much up to par, so, it's not like I didn't feel
like I was below anyone, and I think they just kind of accepted that, and it was
kind of like 'hey, ok, she can ride the bike just as fast as us, and' [pause] And we
all kind of, we were all young together and kind of grew up together so it was kind
of like everyone knew everyone from a very early age and just kind of went from
there.
Listening to what Michelle had to share about her identity of being a tomboy was
something with which I could relate. I remember when I was in elementary school, I did
not want to be considered a "sissy girl" that did not want to get dirty, sweat, or play
rough. I wanted to play basketball, tetherball, and handball with the boys. I was proud to
be able to out run the boys in my class, and score just as high if not higher than the boys
in my class on the National Presidential Fitness Testing. It was through these sporting
and physical activities that I was able to show other boys and girls that I was just as good
at these activities as they were.
Interestingly, Veronica did not seem to embrace positive characteristics with
regard to women of Asian descent in sport and/or physical activity. Instead, she seemed
to embrace and focus on characteristics which she believes faults Asian women in sport
and/or physical activity. The idea that because " ...there's not too many high profile"
Asians in sport, she thinks "height limits us too, just because you don't see a lot of tall,
tall Asians that might be able to play basketball ... "
[ ... ]
...and we can't get very big either for some reason. Like, muscle size. You can
get fat, but you can't get muscle, I think there's genetically probably something
that keeps us from getting, you know, too tall or tall enough, or like strong enough
for muscle. I'm sure you eventually can, but I think genetically it' s probably not
as feasible.
Riley mentioned that she has noticed "Asian women tend to be a little bit more petite
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anyway," therefore, she embraces the perception that others view Asian women as:
... not being as strong or as aggressive or able to get it done as well as Caucasian
females. Um, just from the fact that, I mean, Caucasian females usually, typically
are pretty aggressive any ways um, but [pause] I don't, I mean, I don't agree with
it obviously, but I think I would feel that that's the way it is, that they're not as
good as Caucasian females, or even African American females cause African
American females, I mean, I'm generalizing right now, but they typically tend to
be very good at sports, just like the tend to be good singers, but um, I would say
it's the same thing that they just view Asians not as strong as Caucasians or
African Americans...
Riley also embraces the idea that women of Asian descent in sport are the "silent and
aggressive ones... " As she replied, she said:
I think Asians tend to be a little bit more um, not as outspoken, I guess. Um,
they're the ones that just get it done instead of talking about it while getting it
done, I've noticed.
Becky asserted that:
You know, I don't see many Asian people in sport. Um, especially Asian
women .. .It's rare� very rare.
Furthermore, Becky embraced the perception that women of Asian descent in sport have:
... stepped out. She's become more, I guess, independent in herself, just to be able
to make that step, to go against the odds; I guess, against the grain or whatever.
Interestingly, Anne talks about how she perceives others to view her and Asian women in
sport and/or physical activity, while at the same time somewhat embracing those same
beliefs of others;
... I'm supposed to be like a gymnast or an ice skater, and my physical
characteristics obviously don't support either cause I'm about the size of two
gymnasts or two ice skaters... Because that's the stereotype of, of a Michelle Kwan
and Kristi Yamaguchi, and you know, all the little cute gymnasts girls. Um, most
Asian girls are smaller in stature so I always got crap about being so short, but I'm
pretty tall for an Asian girl. Um, and a lot of people think of Asian girls as being
real petite; they're 26, but they look like they're 1 2. Um [pause], and because
·those people who have exposure to Asian athletes are in the gymnastics and ice
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skating arenas, you know? You don't think of Asian women basketball players or
softball players or soccer players which would be traditional American female
sports
Kim revealed the following with regard to perceptions she has heard others
impose regarding Asian women in sport and/or physical activity, but like Anne she seems
to negotiate between embracing these characteristics or embracing the idea that these are
stereotypes society has about Asian women:
...Asians are definitely a lot shorter, smaller, um, but in general they're a lot more
they seem a lot more quiet, on the side. They're not as loud as other people. May
be it's just the way that we were perceived to begin with. I don't know. I guess
you can think about the icons in television and movies, all the Asian people are
very quiet and standoffish, and I guess, people just perceive that and think
[pause], and assume it with all Asians in general.
The second sub-theme, Embraced ldentity(-ies) and/or Perceptions of
Characteristics Through Sport and/or Physical Activity represents how the co
participants experience Asianness in sport. Interestingly, many of the co-participants
embraced characteristics and/or stereotypes commonly associated with how the media
portrays Asian women in sport such as passive and frail (Feder, 1995; Lovell,1991). As
Feder (1 995) recognizes, the media assists in the perpetuation of stereotypes regarding
Asian women in sport. The co-participants also seemed to embrace Lovell's ( 199 1 ) myth
of passivity, as Riley, Michelle, Kim and Anne all embraced various ideas that Asians are
shorter, have smaller physiques, are quiet, and not as strong or aggressive.
Another interesting point which emerged from the sub-theme embraced identity(
ies) and/or perceptions of characteristics through sport- and/or physical activity was how
Becky and Anne confront and contradict those characteristics and/or stereotypes
commonly associated with Asian women in sport that both Feder (1 995) and Lovell

1 99
(199 1 ) note. As Becky indicated, she said that her perception of Asian women in sport is
that they confront or "go against the odds," and conceptualizes a woman who is
independent in herself. Anne also talked how she embraces an identity which contradicts
the stereotype the media portrays and projects regarding the physique of Asian women in
sport. Anne asserted:
... I'm supposed to be like a gymnast or an ice skater, and my physical
characteristics obviously don't support either cause I'm about the size of two
gymnasts or two ice skaters ... Because that's the stereotype of, of a Michelle Kwan
and Kristi Yamaguchi, and you know, all the little cute gymnasts girls ... Um, and a
lot of people think of Asian girls as being real petite; they're 26, but they look like
they're 1 2. Um [pause], and because those people who have exposure to Asian
athletes are in the gymnastics and ice skating arenas, you know? You don't think
of Asian women basketball players or softball players or soccer players which
would be traditional American female sports.
The final sub-theme is Extended Identity through Sporting and/or Physical
Activity Experience. This is where the co-participants embrace certain identity

characteristics which juxtapose the stereotypes associated with being Asian and female.
The co-participants talk about their experiences of sport and/or physical activity through
the discourse of strength, power, competitiveness and aggressiveness, as well as those
characteristics which have been deemed as non-characteristic or proper for women, much
less Asian women. As Becky expressed:
. . .it's [sport's] taught me to become more driven. It's just taught me that I'm
competitive and that I don't want to be a little, petite, dainty girl; I'm not that, you
know, anyway that type of person .. .I guess I view myself as being more
independent and driven, more, I guess challenged, and being able to challenge
people more and give that competitive edge to me.
Julie put forth that being in physical activity has taught her that she can "do it,"
in spite of her parents not supporting it while she was growing up:

200
... You know, really, I think it's taught me that I actually can do it, cause I [pause),
you know how I said when I was growing up my parents did not encourage
· physical activity at all, and so, I sort of got into it on my own as I got older. So
now with me doing it and being pretty active, you know, physically, I just, it just
shows them that I can do it and that it's something I do enjoy doing.
Veronica had a similar thought to Julie; she revealed that:
... Probably that I could defy the odds. Prove to other people and myself that I can
do more than I thought I could, and, I don't know. . .I have a drive for competition.
Veronica also offered the following story to explain how she proved to other people she
was a good athlete:
...so they [her teammates), as a girl, they put me on a sideline, well, not the
sideline but like on the line to count 1 Mississippi, 2 Mississippi, 3 Mississippi to
rush the quarterback because apparently I can't cover any of these other guys
cause I'm little and they're taller and they're faster. Whatever! And so, I'm
sitting there counting and I was probably counting faster than what they
anticipated so like, I sacked the quarterback three time and I knocked him over
once by accident, and then he was just like 'oh my gosh,' 'keep an eye on this girl
and have someone cover her cause she's getting to me every single time.' And
like even so, I think because I was small, I could cut through, so um, that type of
thing. Um, I know two other games that I'd like to think it was because of me that
we won, but, um they passed it and there was nobody else on the team. They were
so far away that they couldn't close in on it, so I went there, and I was running the
fastest I could, and it's flag football so you just had to get the flag. I'm running up
and probably 7 feet behind him and I kicked it in a little bit more. I just jumped
out and focused on the flag. Like I landed smack on the ground, but I jumped up
and I had the flag in my hand, so I'm just like, 'it was me! ' And my team come
over and they're like 'you're so great,' and I'm like 'ok, stand there and say I'm
great while I'm laying on the ground. Thanks for helping me up, 'but like, they
helped me up and then I think their attempt at a touch down didn't work, so they
didn't get the touch down, so I'm like, it was me! I won the game. And the
second, you'd think they never give the ball to the girls, but I think it was later in
the season, so they were like, 'oh we know what Veronica can do,' so they go
through and they, I think, I don't know, they were just talking all this gibberish,
like, drawing on their hands-y(?u go this way-and they drew posts or a slant or
whatever and I understood all that but I didn't understand who was doing what.
And then they were like 'Veronica, they're going to do all that, but I'm going to
pass it to you,'and I was like 'great! ' So I caught the ball and everybody else was
still out covering the other guys and I was running right up the middle, and I was
like 'thank you, thank yo� thank you,' but they threw it to me a couple more
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times, but the people knew that they might do that so they covered me then, but,
yeah, I can say we were the champions of the season, so, and two of those games
were because of me! So, yeah, they put me on, um, when we played the other
teams with the girls, they put me on the other girls, and I was like, they were no
match for me, so I was like 'Yes. Go ahead, I'll just out run you' so, it was good.
They might be able to knock me down, but I'd get back up and start running.
Riley, in talking about how her mother perceives how Asian women should be,
indicated that she is nothing like this and explained that sports allow her to be herself (i.e
defy the stereotype of how an Asian female should be):
... I'd think that partly has to go back to old traditions with the upbringing and the
female, like my mom still feels that I'm way too loud and all that, which I
probably am. But that the girl should be quieter and just do things, like do it, but
do it quietly type thing; get it done and do it well, but without a lot of show ... so I
· guess it'd be along those lines.
[ ... )
... one thing it' s [sport's] taught me is that it's really made me a goal oriented
person, and it' s made me more aggressive and, I guess, what I want to do, and it's
made me a better person working around people with teams and all that .. .It's
[sport' sl taught me that I can do more than I realize, I mean, pretty much sports
have defined who I've become...
In the following passage, Riley embraces the idea that she is not physically strong,
which is a stereotype that society has about women according to Krane (2001 ). As Krane
purports, sport has socially been acceptable for males, but not for females because of the
masculine standards by which sport is defined. Sport is associated with "requiring
physical strength, substantial body mass or muscularity," and historically, sport has been
"socially constructed as masculine activities" (Krane, p. 117). Continuing, Riley
embraces and accepts the idea that she is not physically strong because Asian women
have been stereotyped to be "quite, subservient, male dominated, petite women. "
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However, she does embrace the idea that she uses her speed over "brut strength." As
Becky shared, one of the imposed identity characteristics of Asian women is they are not
fast. As Riley states:
I' m not like physically strong, so I've always had to kind of rely on my mind or
my speed. Like, I'm pretty quick, so, that's mainly what I always did. I was very
analytical, and that's usually what helped me the most, doing that instead of
relying on brut strength cause obviously I don't have that.
Kim, in our conversation, she asserted that she is very competitive and a natural
leader, characteristics not necessarily initially thought of when thinking about an Asian
woman (Lovell, 1 99 1 ). As Kim indicated:
... I'd say just very competitive. Um, I guess, I'm a natural leader, that's why
sometimes I over step my boundaries when it comes to sports, and it's definitely
not a good thing at times. Just by being a little bit open mouthed like, a lot more
vocal of my thoughts and opinions, and when it's not always necessary. Being a
loud mouth pretty much, cause I've always been in positions of where I'm kind of
leading the team, and so when I comment and you're not the leader, it's definitely
hard to stay back and bite your tongue and let them take care of it all. Um, yeah,
competitive, aggressive, and definitely opinionated, I mean, that's just [pause],
that's just the way that I have always been towards, just things in general...
I'm just a very hard worker, and I don' t like to let people beat me. I can accept
when someone's better than me at something, but I'm just kind of a strong headed
person.
The sub-theme Extended Identity through Sporting and/or Physical Activity
Experience is where the co-participants embrace certain identity characteristics which

juxtapose the stereotypes associated with being Asian and female. The co-participants
talk about their experiences of sport and/or physical activity through the discourse of
strength, power, competitiveness and aggressiveness, as well as those characteristics
which have been deemed as non-characteristic or proper for women, much less Asian
women. As Krane (2001 ), Whitson (1 994), and A. Hall (1 990) recognize, gender is
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socially and historically constructed. Examples of this include Krane' s .(200 1 ) argument
that, for many years, girls have been taught "characteristics of hegemonic femininity" (p.
1 1 7) which includes being gentle, compassionate, emotional, material, passive and
dependent. Therefore, "females are socialized to act in a feminine manner" because
being feminine for girls and women is considered to be the "norm" (Krane, p. 1 2 1 ).
Whitson (1 994) states, " ... girls and boys come to be structured by discourses of
femininity and masculinity and gendered practices of play that teach us to inhabit and
experience our bodies in profoundly different ways" (p. 353). A. Hall ( 1 990) out right
indicates that, "gender is a socially and historically constructed set of power relations" (p.
223).
This sub-theme, extended identity through sport,. provides the co-participants an
opportunity to share extensions of their identity into a realm of sport, where transcending
the concepts of femininity has been more socially accepted as long as it fits within the
socially acceptable paradigm of heterosexuality (Krane, 200 1 ). As many of the co
participants revealed, they embraced characteristics which juxtapose the stereotypes
associated with being an Asian female in sport. As Becky indicated, sport has made her a
more driven individual and she enjoys competition. Becky challenges the idea of being
considered a petite, dainty, girl. Both Julie and Veronica embraced the identity(-ies) of
being physically active people to challenge the perceptions that sport and physical activity
are not for Asian women. Kim also indicated that she is competitive and a natural leader
who is vocal with her thoughts and opinions, opposing the idea that Asian women are, as
Ligutom-Kimura (1 995) and Chow (1 987) note, quiet and subservient. Even Michelle
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embraced the identity of being a ''tomboy" when she was younger to confront the
ideology that Asian girls are submissive, graceful, gentle, non assertive, and to confront
and debunk "characteristics of hegemonic femininity" (Krane, 200 I , p. 1 1 7).
Concluding with the theme, Extension of Identity through Sport and/or Physical
Activity, it was interesting to note that Coakley (200 1) mentions, third and fourth
generation Asian American families that are often well integrated into community life in
the United States play the same sports that other members of the community play. In
some cases, Coakley suggests that Asian American youth have also used sports as an
avenue to express and represent their assimilation into U.S. culture and to reaffirm social
relationships with peers. This was definitely true for Kim, Michelle and myself, as I
revealed in the bracketing interview that I looked for acceptance through sport and
belonging to a team.
Both co-participants, Kim and Michelle, also suggested that sport is American.
Kim referred to sport camps as being American, and Michelle talked about how tennis
was an avenue that helped her be accepted by her peers,
".. .I think, though, when you're younger you're so impressionable and you're so
subconscious about, you know, 'Am I wearing the right outfit?' ' Does the
popular group think I'm cool,' or do they think your family is cool and, you know,
do you feel like you're apart of the group and everyone accepts you, and I think
that when, I mean at least for me, as accepted as I was, probably because of
tennis. . . " (personal communication, June 20, 2002).
Unlike Coakley (200 1 ), all the co-participants were either first or second generation
women of Asian descent who integrated into community life in the U.S. playing the same
sports and/or partaking in physical activities as other members of their community, not
third or fourth generation Asian American families. As for why this trend emerged in this
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study, one possible reason may be due to the high influence of assimilation from the coparticipants' parents. All of the co-participants either a) mentioned that their parents
worked very hard so their children would not have to struggle and face the hardships they
did, or b) had at least one parent of U.S. origin whose life was already influenced by
American culture and American sport.
Coakley (2001) also mentions that some Asian American youth use sport as a way
to express and represent their assimilation into U.S. culture and reaffirm social
relationships. MacClancy ( 1996) discusses identity and sport and he notes that sports are
''vehicles of identity, providing people with a sense of difference and a way of classifying
themselves and others" (p. 2). Through sport and/or physical activity, the co-participants
in this study were also able to challenge "hegemonic femininity" (Krane, 2001 ) and the
stereotypes that have been associated with Asian women in sport (i.e. being portrayed as
passive, fragile or frail and sexual) (Feder, 1995; Lovell, 1 99 1 ).
Experi'!nces Rerardinr Sport and/or Physical Activity
The fifth and final theme which emerged from this study involves Experiences
regarding Sport and/or Physical Activity, with the subthemes of Brothers and/or Fathers

and Parental Supportfor Involvement in Sport and/or Physical Activity versus
Academics. Neither of these two topics were discussed in relation to sport in Chapter

Three, therefore, it is difficult to discuss these two emergent themes within the context of
a theoretical base. However, drawing from female identity development theory
(Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1 993), some conclusions may derived from this study which
will be explained at the end of the first sub-theme.
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The first sub-theme, Brothers and Fathers represents a commonality among the
co-participants of how they became involved with sport and/or physical activity, and/or
how brothers and/or fathers intersect in to the co-participants' lives in relation to sport
and/or physical activity. Michelle shared that it was her father who initiated her
involvement in sport:
Um, I just think that I was involved in it [tennis] just because of my father and his
passion ... my father was the one who was a tennis player and the one who started
me out in sports; basically with simple motor skills just playing ping pong, started
just feeding me some balls and just kind of seeing how my hand eye coordination
was, and from what he says, I mean, it was something he felt like I picked up
pretty quickly, and so I started playing a little bit more tennis each time he would
go out to play with his friends. And I started playing tournaments when I was
about 8 years old and just kind of evolved from there, and it was one of those
things where and, um just started playing more and more tournaments the older I
got, and did pretty well and continued to play starting with the local level, to the
sectional level to the national level, and was fortunate enough to get a college
tennis scholarship at [a university in the southeast part of the United States] and
play four years of tennis there...
Riley indicated:
... [my brother] was active in sports when I was growing up, and dad was big in to
sports, but when he was younger ... Um, but dad was a gymnast for many years
when he was younger and he actually made the Army team, so he was really good.
So, that's how I got into that. Pretty much anything my dad or my brother's done,
I've done cause I'd go out there with them, but that's how I got into gymnastics,
and then I had to dance cause I would compete in gymnastics and apparently I
wasn't graceful enough. And then growing up my dad was playing on the softball
team in the military, and [my brother] was playing baseball so I'd play with them
and that's how I got into softball.
Becky shared the following:
Um, it happened so long ago- I really can't tell you when or what really got me into
it. I think [pause], I don't know, I mean, I'm the type of person that if l see
something I can't do or haven't done, I want to do it. I think that I got my dad to
sign me up in it [soccer].
Kim stated that it was her father who started her in sports:
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Um, my father. After four girls, one of them has to be the boy, so I was pretty
much it. I think he just wanted a boy; he just wanted to make me into a boy. Well
he first put me into soccer, so that's his love, I mean, and in Asia, soccer is a
predominate sport, and so coming over here he put me into soccer. And then
through church I played softball, so, and so then it just kind of dominoed, kind of
being active.
Anne talked about idolizing her brother and that he was the one who originally interested
her in sports; however, it was her mother who signed her up for soccer with coaxing from
another woman:
... Well, I grew up around all boys. My [pause], I obviously have an older brother
and every little girl wants to be like her big brother, you know, and my cousins are
boys, so, um, and my brother's best friends were obviously boys, so I ran around
with boys all time. Um, when I was, my mom actually, she went to sign my older
brother up for soccer when he was seven and I was five, and I wanted to also play
soccer just because [my brother] did. So, we were in there, and my mom was
signing him up and the woman said 'well, what about her?' and I said 'yeah, I
want to play' and my mom's like 'no, you're too little, you can play maybe next
year' and the lady goes 'oh, no, she can play. There's a league just for her age. '
And I was like 'yeah, I want to play' and my mom was like 'No, no' because she
wanted [my brother] to do it first, then me. I think she tried to let [my brother]
have opportunities before I did. Like, mentally and physically, we have always
been on the same page. He's only two years older than me. And so, I've always
been ready to do anything that he was. I think my mom tried to you know, let him
because he's the older one, um.. .let him do things first, you know, which I
· understand. I remember the lady totally talked my mom into letting me play, and I
loved it.
Gilligan ( 1 988) suggests women's identity development (defined in the context of
relationships) is about finding one's voice in the midst of other voices; from this, a sense
of herself emerges. For these five co-participants, they began to develop their sporting
identity(-ies) through their brothers and fathers, but it was first through the finding of
their own voice. For Becky, Anne and Riley, it was in the coming to voice which showed
their brothers, fathers and mothers they were interested in sport, and the process of
developing their sporting identity(-ies) was initiated. For Michelle and Kim, it was not
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their coming to voice which instigated their participation in sport, but rather their social
connection and relationship to their fathers.
As Chodorow (1978) theorizes, young girls develop their identity based on the
close connection they have with their mothers and psychologically connecting to others.
Gilligan ( 1993) and Chodorow ( 1990) indicate that the identity formation in females
develops in the context of ongoing relationships since "mothers tend to experience their
daughters as more like, and continuous with themselves," and as girls identify with being
female, they "experience themselves as like their mothers," therefore, "fusing the
experience of attachment with the process of identity formation" (Gilligan, 1993, p. 8).
Much like the relationships girls have with their mothers, the co-participants also
connected with their fathers (and brothers) through sport. The voices of five of the co
participants in this study talked about the formation of their sporting identity(-ies) in the
context of the relationship they had between their fathers (and/or brothers).
In the cases of Veronica and Julie, brothers and fathers did not initiate their
sporting and/or physical activity identities, but they both mentioned their brothers in
passing with regard to sport. Veronica talked about how her brother wanted her to help
him practice his scoring in soccer, and Julie talked about how her parents thought sports
were more for boys. Julie further commented that her brother grew up playing sports
where as her parents discouraged it for her.
The last sub-theme, Parental Supportfor Involvement in Sport and/or Physical
Activity versus Academics relates to the experiences the co-participants had with their
parents regarding support or lack of support for athletic and/or physical activity
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involvement. The topic of academics was also an emergent factor relating to parental
support or lack of support for athletic and/or physical activity involvement for the co
participants. Julie mentioned:
... when I was growing up my parents did not encourage physical activity at all...
I also think that they thought that was sort of like tomboyish, and they sort of
wanted, I guess they thought it would be more girlie for me to not do that and to,
um, I mean, I played the piano when I was growing up, I had, you know, piano
lessons and that sort of thing. I do remember that being a big thing. Like I
remember my sister wanted to go out for the tennis team and my parents said no
because that would take away from the time that she had to practice the piano.
So, um, I think a lot of it [pause] of my parents were not, they did not enforce that
at all.
Veronica shared that her mother was not supportive of her playing sports, but
conceded to allow her to play tennis:
Well, I've always just had so much energy and my [pause], I know my mom, she
didn't really want me to do sports because she said it wasn't very lady like, that
she would only let me play tennis because you wear a skit so it was lady like ... um,
and then it's cute little dresses and skirts so my mom let me play...
Veronica also mentioned that her mother:
... always just saw me a frail, that I would get hurt easily, and you know with
,
broken bones and hospitals and bills, she s just paranoid, I guess... Because, well,
my mom sees a complete difference between guys and girls too. She let my
brother start playing soccer when he was, I think like l 0, so he's played soccer
throughout middle school and high school, and he gets away with more things
because he's a guy and he's the oldest. I guess it's she wanted me to focus more
on my studies, more so than sports.

[ ... ]
(Why?) I don't know, I guess because she values education a lot. I guess cause
she thinks that if I get distracted that I might stray away from studies and that
would result in not getting a job, a good job and she didn't want me [pause], you
know,.she had to struggle when she first came over and she wanted me to have it
easier, you know? Kind of have a set path, so it was always studies before
everything else.
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Anne also talked about her parents support in sport in relation to academics:
...they were [supportive], but like I said to an extent. They were supportive
because they thought that it was good for me to run around and get energy out
when I was a little kid because I was way hyper, so, yeah, it was like, dump her
off for a little bit and let her run around. You know, take her to practice and I can
get some stuff done, and then in high school, they were supportive, but only up to
'oh it makes you fit and healthy and you have fun with your friends,' but as soon
as they felt that it interfered with school, then they were like, 'well, as long as
you're doing ok in school' and as soon as anything happened my mom would be
like it's because of soccer or it's because of volleyball isn't it, and I'm like no.
[... ]

My parents aren't particularly athletic. To them sports are for physical fitness and
recreation, but not anything to lose sleep about cry about or really care about. So
that was one conflict I definitely had with my parents. Um, they didn't let me play
all stars one year because I cried after we lost a game. It wasn't because I was
being a poor sport, um, they said 'you take it too seriously, you're such a poor
sport, you shouldn't cry,'and it's cause I hate losing so much, and I wanted to win
so badly. It was not like 'Oh, boo hoo we lost,' it was like I wanted to win so bad,
I cried because I'm disappointed. Um, so when they didn't let me play all stars,
that was when I realized that they didn't get it. My mom didn't let me play soccer
one year in eighth grade because some parents [pause], because she had a problem
with how things were being run in the league, so she didn't let me play in it and it
just about killed me. So, it was never as important to them-- to my mom at least
as it was to me cause she always wanted me to do well in school. I found that the
better I did in school, that was her priority and she wanted me to do well in
school. Um, I found that the better I did in school the less she worried about what
else I did. So, it was kind of like I got straight As and she wouldn't tell me what
to do after school.
Other comments Anne put forth were:
... my parents could give a crap about sport.. .l know that my parents wish I would
spend more time on other things. My dad is more into it than my mom is. When I
was a little kid I wanted to be a doctor and then after I really got into soccer I
didn't want to be a doctor anymore, and I'm sure she blames it on that because she
doesn't [pause]. Men like, men have a stereotype of being dumb jocks, and the
stereotype carries over to women sometimes, and I think that she thinks I hung out
with dumb people cuz all my guy friends are athletes and all my women friends
are athletes, and I think she thinks that I hung out with people who took me away
from my focus. She only wanted me to play sports so that I wouldn't get fat and
so I'd be healthy. She didn't want me to play sports so that it would take over my
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life, and so it'd make me want to do sports forever. So, ah, I had a hard time in
college because any time soccer was hard for me, they'd encourage, she'd
encourage me to quit, and I was a finn enough person where I didn't want to quit
just because I didn't want to give anyone the satisfaction of knowing that they
made it so hard for me that I did quit. So, I mean, I know that' s how my mom
thinks.
Kim expressed that her parents never really "told" her that it was okay to prioritize sports
in her life because the emphasis was always on education. As Kim explained:
... There aren't really many that I've seen [i.e. women of Asian descent in sport]. I
mean, that's probably from a lack of [pause] with like, I don't really think much
of them because probably there aren't. I don't hear about many of them. I think
of myself definitely as an exception because you just don't see many Asians in
sports, so I just think that it's not that big of a [pause], I don't know if big deal,
but not as big as a part of their lives as it is [pause], not as high of a priority as it is
to other people. I just don't think that it's people that, especially like Asian
families that really [pause] don't embed it into your mind that sports are
something that we should always do, and if you're good at this sport, you should
always try to do it a little bit harder. I mean, I've never really been taught that.
My parents never really told us that sports were something that we should always
have top priority, it was always education.
Although Michelle had a positive experience with her parents supporting her endeavors
with sport and not strongly emphasizing academics over sport; Michelle did offer the
following comment on the topic of academics and sport:
I think that in Kore� especially first generation, I mean, I don't get the impression
that athletics is even a huge thing. I think academics is something very stressed
upon and maybe at the time for first generation, for females, um, getting married
and making sure you have children and having a good husband who can provide
for you, I think that's something that's really important.
In conjunction with her above statement, Michelle also offered the following:
I'm not so sure that a lot of other Asian families' parents are as open about their
children being focused on athletics, I mean, opposed to, in comparison to
academics. Cause I know a lot, I know several Asian families right now that have
kids and they are much more concerned about their kids' academics than they are
[pause], they're athletes, they play tennis or whatever, but that' s not the avenue
they really push their children, and I don't know if it has to do with the parental
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[pause], parental support or lack of support possibly in athletics.
The final sub-theme, Parental Support for Involvement in Sport and/or Physical
Activity versus Academics was not discussed in Chapter Three; however, it was a topic

which emerged for five of the seven co-participants. Much of what the co-participants
shared regarding the stress their parents placed on academics versus sport and/or physical
activity relates to the historical issue of oppression and the perpetuation of the model
minority myth.
As Ancheta (1 998), T. Fong (1 998) and Lai, ( 1 995) suggest, the model minority
myth has created undue pressure and anguish on young Asian Americans to be successful.
More specifically, Lai (1 995) indicates that the model minority myth has an underlying
message which implies Asian have "made it" (p. 1 83 ), that they have overcome their
oppression by pulling up hard on their bootstraps to advance socially and economically in
the U.S. Although the media has helped to perpetuate this myth, co-participants Kim,
Julie, Veronica and Michelle suggested that their parents wanted them to succeed
academically so that they could advance socially and economically, "because they
[parents] don't want us to have to do what they dealt with" (personal communication,
Kim, July 1 5, 2002). In a way, the voices· of the co-participants suggest that their parents
" buy into" the model minority myth by pushing academics over sports. As Anne
expressed, "sport isn't accepted yet as being a legitimate priority to have" (personal
communication, July 12, 2002). Anne further mentioned:
Sport is still a reward for doing well in school. If you don't do well in school you
can't play sports, and like people just don't [pause], they're not quite separate
entities yet. You're not allowed to just be good at what we're good at because our
priority is on academics in this country. Um, because the American dream has
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pretty-much all to do with making money and getting stuff, it doesn't have to do
with being the best you can be at something even if it doesn't make you any
money (personal communication, July 1 2, 2002).
Another possible reason as to why there may be a lack of support from the co
participants' parents with regard to participating in sport and/or physical activity may
stem from the historical oppression women of Asian descent have experienced and the
cultural upbringing their parents experienced; all but Anne's parents are first generation
Asian Americans, and Riley and Becky's mothers are first generation Asian Americans.
As Ligutom-Kimura (1 995) and Chow (1 987) note, Asian American women have been
oppressed through domination by men, and they have historically had strict roles and
behavioral criteria! which they had to follow in their country of national origin. Asian
American women have also been discouraged by their family and culture from
participation or involvement in nontraditional activities.
Joyce Wong ( 1 999) shares her experience of explaining to her parents that she
wanted to pursue physical education as a career and the reception she received from her
parents. Wong mentions that her:
" ... family values and upbringing were more centered on the value of math,
science, and engineering as possible career choices. There were no Asian female
role models in sport, and as such it was just an unacceptable choice ... As an Asian
female, the values that were instilled in me were based on the belief that the male
was the more valued family member. Females were primarily caretakers and
homemakers. Education was a privilege that could not be taken lightly. One
obeyed and did not question elders or superiors {p. 42).
In listening to the co-participants, many of them emphasized the importance their
parents placed upon education and the prospective outcome of their children being
successful. It is possible the parents of the co-participants continue to hang onto cultural
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beliefs from their country of national origin with regard to not deviating too far from the
strict roles and behavioral criteria associated with being an Asian woman (Ligutum
Kimura, 1995; Chow, 1 987); however, this cannot be concluded from this study, since
this was not something the co-participants and I specifically discussed.
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CHAPTER 6
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a summary, as well as discuss the
conclusions which emerged from this study. Finally, I will discuss recommendations for
future studies involving women of Asian descent.
Summary
The purpose of this study was to • reveal how a selection of women of Asian
descent self-identify racially and ethnically, and, to explore the perspectives of women of
Asian descent regarding experiences in sport and/or physical activity. There were seven
co-participants involved in this study, and there were five themes with corresponding
subthemes which emerged from these interviews. The first four themes, Imposed
Identity, Embraced Identity, Fractured Identity, and Experience of Extended Identity
through Sport all pertain to how the co-participants experience identity. The fifth theme,
Experiences regarding Sport and/or Physical Activity, reflects the emergent
commonalities of experiences shared by the co-participants.
The theoretical framework utilized to conduct this study was a cultural studies
approach, to listen to the voices of those who have been historically marginalized
(Wright, 1996) and "treat their lives and their perspectives as equally important as official
accounts" (Wright, 1 996, p. 1 5). Drawing on the disciplines of history, sociology, and
psychology, I wanted to address and understand issues of culture and everyday life
(Nelson et al., 1 992; Wright, 1 996) such as how women of Asian descent self•identify
racially and ethnically in American society, and experience sport and/or physical activity;
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an entity of everyday life in American culture.
Identification theory and gender, race, and sport theories informed this study.
Drawing on identification theory, race, ethnicity, Asian American identity, gender
development, sport participation, and sporting identities were explored. Through this
study, a connection was made between theory and what is real for these co-participants by
listening to what they had to say with regard to identity and experiences in sport and/or
physical activity. As Cavallaro (200 1), Christian (2000), and Fuss (1 989) note, identity is
complex and fluid. It is never static, and it continuously changes in relation to the
development of society and the social relationships with people (Cavallaro, 200 1 ;
Christian, 2000; Gilligan, 1 993). Hall (2000) also cites that identities are "[I]ncreasingly
fragmented and fractured.. . " (p. 1 7), and this was apparent through the co-participants'
interviews.
The complexity of the co-participants' identities was also noted through their
discussions of how they identify themselves racially and ethnically, compare themselves
to other Asian women, and identify through sport and/or physical activity. While each
co-participant expressed the various aspects of identity which they have experienced, the
notion of shifting and negotiating between these identities was apparent. There were no
single identity(-ies), but rather a multiplicity of identities in various forms, fractured,
embraced, and imposed. This study also revealed the process of shifting which occurs
between identities as well as the process of negotiating identities; this was evident
through the transition of discussions regarding the various forms of identities experienced
by the co-participants. For example, as Julie explained, she experienced an imposed
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identity of reversed/imposed Americanization, while at the same time shifting to embrace
the identity of being Americanized while negotiating the difference between these two.
Another example was how Julie, under the sub-theme fractured identity, struggled with
the concept of being Korean American. For her, being Korean American involved much
more of the physical aspect of looking Asian and being of Korean descent, but practicing
more of the American culture. The process of shifting identities was·evident in her
discussion of how and why she is Korean, and how and why she is Americanized.
The process of shifting identities was also evide�t in Kim's discussion of
embracing her identity through the justification and rationalizatt9n of herself as Korean
American. Although Kim has justification and rationalization for this identity, she also
talked about being Americanized. Furthermore, there is a shifting of identities for Kim
from embracing her Americanization to the fractured identity of "I don't really think
about me really being Asian until I go home."
A third example of the shifting and negotiation of identities was present in
Becky's discussion of being biracial under the theme of Fractured Identity(-ies). Becky
embraced the identity of being biracial and says that she likes the Asian culture in her, but
she also struggled with negotiating her Asian identity. Becky, at one point said that she is
not "completely Asian" while at the same time acknowledging the issue of being
considered Asian by her mother and not fitting her mother's conception of how an Asian
female's body should look (i.e. thin). Furthermore, Becky experienced a shifting of
identity(-ies) when the discussion changed to the topic of sport and physical activity, as
she embraced the identity(-ies) of being a participant in that context.
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The data which emerged pertaining to the experiences of sport and/or physical
activity for the co-participants was also revealing. Through the voices of the co
participants, I was able to explore the various experiences they have inside the realm of
sport and/or physical activities. Not only were the co-participants able to share their
experiences of sport and/or physical activity with me, but they were also able to explore
other aspects of their identity such as their sporting and/or physical activity identity, both
imposed and embraced.
Another aspect which was explored through the voices of the co-participants was
the intersection of race, gender and sport, and the bridging of the gap between women in
sport and Asian women in sport. Through the co-participants' discussion a connection
was made between theories of identity in sport to Asian women's identity in sport. Many
of the co-participants discussed their experiences of being Asian with regard to
stereotypes (positive and negative) they have faced as a participant in sport and/or
physical activity. Remembering what Kim said in her discussion of ultimate frisbee, she
said that there was a stereotype that Asians are good ultimate frisbee players, while Becky
experienced an encounter where someone thought Asians were not athletic. Issues of
gender and sexism were also noted through Veronica's experience of playing flag
football.
The discussions surrounding identity in sport and Asian women's identity in sport
was evident through the themes Extension of Identity through Sport and/or Physical
Activity and Experiences regarding Sport and/or Physical Activity. Much of the theory
surrounding identity and sport is general and not specific to particular races or ethnicities;
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however, this study attempted to explore how women of Asian descent's sporting
identities. Through the five subthemes pertaining to sport and/or physical activity, the co
participants were able to explore their identities in relation to sport as well as how sport
and/or physical activity impact their identity as women of Asian descent. Many of the co
participants discussed that through sport and/or physical activity they were able to
challenge hegemonic femininity, imposed stereotypes, and experience an extension of
their identity (i.e. strength, aggression, and ability to participate in sport and/or physical
activity) they might not have without experiencing sport and/or physical activity.
Two other interesting issues pertaining to the co-participants' experiences in sport
and/or physical activity which emerged from the interviews were under the subthemes
brothers and/or fathers and parental support regarding involvement in sport and/or
physical activity versus academics. As I previously mentioned, there is minimal literature
pertaining to the experiences of women of Asian descent in sport and/or physical activity
as well as Asian women's identity in sport and physical activity. However, these two
emergent subthemes offer a bridge to connect the theories of identity, Asian women, and
sport as well as an interesting beginning with which to further explore Asian women in
sport and/or physical activity.
In summary, this study has tried to better understand how a select group of women
of Asian descent self-identify racially and ethnically, and explore their experiences in
sport and/or physical activity. Through this study, the co-participants were able to voice
their perceptions of how they experience identity, but, by no means is this comprehensive
of all the identities and experiences these co-participants have faced or will face in the
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future.
It was evident through this study that women of Asian descent experience identity
in multiple, fragmented, and fractured ways. The co-participants, through their voice of
experience and perception, shared how they experience identity through gender, race,
ethnicity, active or passive assimilation, sport, family, friends, or others. These ways of
experiencing identity(-ies) for the co-participants offer another way in which to better
understanding a group of women about whom there is so literature. In conclusion, I want
to re-emphasize what Smith (1 992) states:
Women of color, representing several diverse ethnic groups-identified as African
American, Hispanic, Asian American, or Native American-have historically been
silenced in society and sport. Traditionally, throughout American history, these
women have not been privileged or highly visible in society and sport. As a
consequence, little research has been completed on their unique social histories
and experiences (p.228).
Therefore, there is a continuous need for future studies to understand the "unique social
histories and experiences" of women of Asian descent living in the U.S., who are citizens
and participants in American culture.
Conclusions
The co-participants in this study were seven women of Asian descent, between the
ages of 1 8 and 35 years of age, living in the Untied States as U.S. citizens, and involved
in sport and/or physical activity. The following is a list of conclusions based on the
voices of these women. The conclusions, as previously mentioned, cannot be generalized
to al1 women of Asian descent since they are the experiences of the co-participants' in
this research study only. However, as Gilligan ( 1 993) states, " ...the way people talk about
their lives is significant, the language they use and the connections they make reveal the
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world which they see and which they act" (p. 2). Listening to what these women of Asian
descent have to say about their experiences and perceptions of race, gender, and sport can
help us better understand how they self-identify and experience sport and/or physical
activity. Therefore, the findings of this study reveal that these women of Asian descent
living in the United States:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

experience an identity of being viewed as ''Other" by friends, family, and
strangers.
often view Asian ethnic women as "Other."
experience identity through phenotype.
experience identity through American culture.
experience identity through parent's ethnicity.
experience identity through various levels of assimilation.
experience multiple identities (i.e. Asian, American, female,
athlete/participant-in physical activity, daughter/family member).
experience fractured identities (i.e. biracial, confusion and/or indecision of
identity, desire to blend).
experience identity through sport and/or physical activity (i.e. challenge
hegemonic femininity and stereotypes of Asian women and sport).
experience a shifting of identities (i.e. female versus athlete/participant in
physical activity, American with friends but Korean at home, .not being
Asian enough).
often experience an introduction to sport and/or physical activity through
their brothers and/or fathers.
often face the issue of their parents valuing academics over sports.

Recommendations
As I have noted throughout this study, I find it problematic that there is little
research pertaining to the experiences and achievements of Asian Americans and people
of Asian descent living in America. I find it even more problematic that Asian American
women and women of Asian descent have often ·been marginalized from Asian American
and United States history, as well as in American sport, an entity of American culture
which intersects with history, politics, sociology, and economics (Birrell, 1 990; Cho,
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1 995; Coakley, 200 1 ; Kondo , 1 997; Ng, 1 998; Takaki, 1 995) Therefore, it is even more
imperative to hear what women of Asian descent have to say regarding these topics, and
give them a platform from which they can speak and be heard. It is not enough to just
theorize and write about Asian American women and women of Asian descent. Their
voices must be present in these writings. As Wright (1 996) notes, it is also about praxis,
it is "not just about being engaged in theory and producing knowledge for the
consumption of other academic types but also in working in the areas which one studies
and/or theorizes about, giving back concretely where possible to the community one
studies" (p. 1 4 ). Thus, I recommend that further study continues to explore the
experiences of women of Asian descent living in the United States, whether it is from a
cultural studies approach, sociological, psychological, historical, economical,
anthropological and/or another approach which can address the various aspects which
affect and intersect with the lives of women of Asian descent.
In the theoretical discussion chapter which contained the discussion on Asian
women in sport, I noted the limited amount of literature which included them with regard
to sport and/or physical activity. There is also insufficient amounts of literature which
includes the voices and experiences of women of Asian descent pertaining to sport and/or
physical activity as well as their experiences with self identification. Well known and
recognized feminist theorists such as Miller, Gilligan or Chodorow, also did not include
or mention women of Asian descent in their female identity development theories.
Between the exclusion of Asian women in female identity development theories, and the
literature which is non gender specific regarding Asian American identity, there is a gap
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left between these two identity theories. The voices of the participants are also often lost
in the presentation of the gender and Asian American identity studies. Only categorical
descriptions are left regarding the various ways in which identity and identification are
experienced racially and ethnically for Asian Americans without the mention of gender
development and gender identity. However, this study provides a base upon which to
bridge this gap between gender identity and Asian American identity theories . .
I feel it is imperative that the discourses regarding issues of racial and ethnic
identity development, race and sport, and female identity development include Asian
American women and women of Asian descent, and that the continuation of the discourse
on race and sport is conducted beyond the binary terms of black and white. It is also
important that the discourses regarding these issues recognize and portray the voices of
these women and not just produce narratives or editorialized versions of their experiences
or perceptions. Therefore, I recommend that future studies further explore and include:
•
•
•
•

women of Asian descent and their voices in the larger discourse of racial
and ethnic identity development.
the voices of women of Asian descent pertaining to racial and ethnic self
identification.
women of Asian descent and their voices within the specific discourse
surrounding race, gender, sport and/or physical activity.
women of Asian descent in the discourse of female identity development.

Although this study was based on the premise of understanding how a select
group of women of Asian descent self-identify racially and ethnically as well as explore
their experiences with sport and/or physical activity, this is only the beginning of a long
road which needs to be further travelled. As Fong ( 1998) notes, Asian American women
have been an understudied minority; thus, this study was needed to better understand
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these women from their point of view. It is my aspiration that this study will challenge
myself as well as others to continue the work of understanding women of Asian descent
and the multiple intersections of identity(-ies) in their lives (i.e. identity, gender, age,
economics, sport, careers, family structure) and to include them in future research which
pertains to and represents American culture, and challenge the stereotypes associated with
being female and Asian.
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APPENDIX A
Initial Interview Questions
First Interview
The purpose of this study is to understand how women of Asian descent
self-identify racially and ethnically, and, to explore the perspectives of women of Asian
descent regarding experiences in sport and/or physical activity.
I am interested in learning about your experiences as a child to now. In as much detail as
possible, tell me about yourself.
Where were you born?
Where did you grow up? (Rural v. urban)
How many people were in your family growing up? What is your family
structure?
-any siblings?
-ages of siblings
-parents?
Where did you go to school? (Elementary, secondary, college, grad school, etc)
(Rural v. Urban)
Who were your friends and neighbors (race/ethnicity)
What are your hobbies?
What holidays did you celebrate growing up? Are they different from the one' s
you celebrate now?
What sports and/or physical activity(-ies) did you participate in when growing up?
-what about now?
While growing up, were you aware of people who were racially and ethnically different
from you?
Did you interact with people of different races/ethnicities? What race/ethnicity
were they?
Did your family interact with people of different race/ethnicities? What
race/ethnicity were they?
Has anyone ever asked you the question, "What are you?" or "Where are you from?"
When did this/has this occur( ed)?
What do you think their intent w� regarding this question?
How does/did this make you feel? What is/was your response? Is this how you
still identify yourself? (If no, how has your response changed and why?)
(Whatever their response is, ask how they came to embrace this conception- - how
did they learn they were........ )
Do you struggle with the question of what are you? If so, what is it that you
struggle with. If no, why does this question not bother you?
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Tell me about how you think women are viewed in this culture?
Tell me, how do you think Asian women are viewed in this culture? Are there any
differences/similarities as to what you have already said?
Tell me, how do you view Asian women in general? What initial thoughts come to mind
when you think about Asian women? How about Asian women in this culture?
How do you think others (i.e strangers, friends, co-workers/peers) view you in relation to
race? What about ethnicity?
How do you view yourself racially? What about ethnically? Why is that so? OR, From
our discussion, tell me about how your experiences of learning-and understanding
your racial and ethnic background has influenced your perception of who you are
today?
Does your sense of how you view yourself (race, ethnicity, gender) ever conflict with that
of how others view you? If so, how? If no, why do you think that is?
Has there ever been a time when your Asianness mattered? If yes, tell me about this, and
how did it make you feel? (Tell me about a time when being of Asian descent
mattered.)
-ifI ask about their Asianness, aren 't I imposing a raciaf identity upon them?
(i.e., Has there ever been a time when someone else (ie. stranger) implied that you
had certain abilities or tendencies, or a lack of because of your race?)
Up to this point we have talked about race and ethnicity separate from sport and
physical activity. Let's now talk about them together.
Tell me about how you became interested in sport and/or physical activity.
Was there a certain person or event which triggered your interest?
Why do you think you enjoy........ ? (Which ever sports/physical activities they named),
and what keeps you interested in it?
OR
Why is (sport or physical activity) important to you OR what about.. ... .is important to
you?
What thoughts do you think other people have when they think of a female athlete or a
female who participates in physical activity? (i.e. What characteristics or
attributes do you think they have regarding women?) Do you think these
characteristics or attributes vary according to one's race? (If so, ·how?)
What characteristics or attributes come to mind for you when thinking about a woman
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who participates in sport(s) and/or physical activity(-ies)? What about an Asian
woman who participates in sport(s) and/or physical activity(-ies)?
How do you think other people (i.e. friends, family, peers, strangers) think about you and
your abilities in sport and/or physical activity?
How would you define your characteristics or attributes (or abilities) in relation to sport
and/or physical activity? How have you come to this conclusion?
Have you ever experienced a time when people (i.e. friends, family, strangers, etc.) had
certain expectations of your physical abilities, or lack of abilities because of your
race, ethnicity, and/or gender? If yes, tell me about this experience. How did it
make you feel? Did you do anything to change their perception of you? If so,
explain what you did.. .if not, why not?
OR
Have you ever had an experience where your race, ethnicity and/or gender conflicted with
the expectations or assumptions other people (i.e. friends, family, peers; strangers,
etc) had of your physical abilities in relation to sport and/or physical activity?
What were these expectations or assumptions, and how did this make you feel?
OR
Does your sense of how you view yourself in sport and/or physical activity ever conflict
with that of how others view you? If so, how? If no, why do you think that is?
OR
Have you encountered any experiences through sport and/or physical activity where your
Asianness or of being of Asian descent mattered, or where you felt as though it
mattered? What was the experience? How did this make you feel?
What experiences in sport and/or physical activity have you had of addressing situations
where people's expectations or assumptions of your abilities conflict with how
you view yourself as a participant in sport and/or physical activity?
What has being an athlete or participant in sport and/or physical activity taught you about
yourself?
Debriefing Questions
Are there any topics which we discussed today that you would like to expand upon?
-Are you comfortable with the responses you gave me today?
Was there anything about today's conversation that was revealing for you in anyway?
Was there any part of the interview process today that made you uncomfortable?
Were there any interview questions today which made you feel uncomfortable?
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APPENDIX B
Follow-up Interview Questions

Second Interview
When reading the synopsis and listening to your interview tape, were there any
inaccuracies that you found?
When reading the synopsis and listening to your interview tape, were there any topics that
we discussed that you would like to elaborate on or provide any further additional
insight to?
When reviewing your interview tape, I heard you say........ Can you please help me to
understand what you were saying. (for any follow up questions I may have).
Debriefing Questions
Are there any topics which we discussed today that you would like to expand upon?
-Are you comfortable with the responses you gave me today?
Was there any part of the interview process today that made you uncomfortable?
Were there any interview questions today which made you feel uncomfortable?
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APPENDIX C
Informed Consent
Asian Women's Self Identification and involvement in
Sport and Physical Activity: A Phenomenological Study
Purpose of Study:
The purpose of this study is to understand how women of Asian descent
self-identify racially and ethnically, and, to explore the perspectives of women of Asian
descent regarding their experiences in sport and/or physical activity.
Description of Study:
You will be asked to participate in two informal interviews. The initial interview
will last approximately 60-1 20 minutes and will focus on your personal history, from
childhood through the present, in order to explore how you identify yourself in terms of
race, ethnicity and sport experience. This interview will be audio taped so that I will be
able to accurately capture your words. After the first interview, we will schedule a date
and time for the follow-up interview, approximately for 1 1/2 to 2 weeks later. Between
the time that we will meet for the follow-up interview, I will deliver via United States
Postal Service or by hand a typed synopsis of our interview along with a copy of the
audio taped interview for you to keep as well as review prior to our next interview. The
second interview, will last approximately 30-60 minutes, and it will also be audio taped.
During the second interview, I will use it as an opportunity to ask you further questions
about your personal experiences, if needed, as well as offer you an opportunity to: a)
provide any additional insight or elaboration on the topics discussed from our initial
interview, b) share any additional information or comments pertaining to the topics we
discussed in our first interview, but that we did not cover, and c) inform me of any
inaccuracies within the interview synopsis. Both audiotaped interview sessions will be
transcribed and used for the data analysis.
Once I have transcribed our interview for the use of analyzing the data, I will have
a group of experienced qualitative researchers read and sign a confidentiality statement
with regard to keeping the information pertaining to this study confidential. The purpose
of recruiting a group of experienced qualitative researchers is to assist me with coding the
transcripts for emergent themes and provide me with feedback regarding my findings; this
will also contribute to the validity of the study. Please be assured that your name will
remain confidential.
It is my goal to explore with you, your experiences in sport and/or physical
activity and to understand how you self-identify racially and ethnically. Furthermore, it is
my goal to provide a forum where this discussion of race, ethnicity and sport regarding
women of Asian descent can take place. Please know that you are the expert, and that I
am simply interested in hearing your stories and thoughts.
Confidentiality:
You will select a pseudonym which will be used during your interview and in the
transcription of the audiotapes to ensure confidentiality. My dissertation advisor and I
will be the only individuals with direct access to the interview tapes. Only I will have
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access to the consent forms which you will sign, and the transcripts which will be used
during the course of this study will only contain your pseudonym. The people who will
have access to the transcripts are myself, my dissertation advisor, and the experienced
qualitative researchers who will assist me in the data analysis process. Additionally, I will
keep the consent forms stored in a locked filing cabinet in my dissertation advisor's office
where only she and I will have access to them. After the study has been completed, I will
also store my copies of the audiotaped interviews and transcripts for three years in a
locked filing cabinet at my dissertation advisor's office where only she and I will have
access to them -- after which the audiotapes-will be erased and the documents destroyed.
Potential Risks:
There are no anticipated physical or psychological risks associated with your
participation in this study. Your participation is entirely voluntary, and if at any time you
are uncomfortable about answering a question or you wish to tenninate the interview,
please feel free to let me know. At this time we can either go on to the next question or
stop the interview entirely. There will be no penalty or prejudice if you decide to
withdraw from the study, and the audiotape(s) and any other accumulated material (i.e.
typed synopsis of the initial interview and/or transcript) from the interview(s) will be
destroyed.
Potential Benefits:
The possible benefits include an opportunity for you to talk about how you self
identify racially and ethnically, as well as result in a heighten awareness of racial and
ethnic identity. In addition, you will be able to talk about your experiences in sport and
reflect on what these experiences have meant to you. Furthermore, your participation in
this study will contribute to the existing body of knowledge about how women of Asian
descent racially and ethnically self-identify, and how women of Asian descent experience
sport and physical activity.
Finally, if you have any questions or concerns about this study or your
participation in it, please feel free to contact me at any time.
I HAVE READ THE ABOVE STATEMENTS AND I UNDERSTAND THE
EXPLANATION OF THE PROJECT, THE PROCEDURES TO BE USED, MY
ROLE IN THE RESEARCH, AND THE POTENTIAL RISKS AND BENEFITS
INVOLVED

-------�-----

Name:
Signature:____________
Catherine English, Co-participant
Cultural Studies in Education
30 l Grandin Drive
Knoxville, TN 3 7920
Phone: (865) 577-2003

Date:----Joy T. DeSensi, Ed.D, Advisor
Cultural Studies in Education
University of Tennessee
Knoxville, 1N 37996-2700
Phone: (865) 974-1282
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APPENDIX D

Confidentiality Statement by Transcript Readers

I understand that I will be reading transcriptions of confidential interviews
provided by the co-participants of the study entitled, The Self Identification and
Involvement in Sport and/or Physical Activity by Women of Asian Descent: A
Phenomenological Study. I understand that by signing this statement, I am agreeing to
keep the information that I read in the transcriptions completely confidential. I will also
not discuss the transcriptions, or the discussions regarding the transcriptions with anyone
other than the researcher, Catherine CW English. Any violation of this agreement would
constitute a serious breach of ethical standards, and I pledge not to do so.

Name

Signature

Date
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